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ABSTRACT 

 

My dissertation situates at the intersection of communication studies and political 

sciences under the umbrella of the interdisciplinary field of collective memory. Precisely, 

it focuses on the use of the communist past by political actors to gain power and 

legitimacy, and on the interplay between news media and politics in shaping a national 

identity in post-communist Romania. My research includes the analysis of the media 

representations of two categories of events: the anniversaries of the Romanian Revolution 

and the political campaigns for presidential/parliamentary elections. On the one hand, the 

public understanding of the break with communism plays an important role in how the 

post-communist society is defined. The revolution as a schism between the communist 

regime and a newborn society acts like a prism through which Romanians understand 

their communist past, but also the developments the country has taken after it. On the 

other hand, political communication is operating on the public imaginary of the past, the 

present and the future. The analysis of the political discourses unfolded in the news 

media shows how the collective memory of the communist past is used to serve political 

interests in the discursive struggle for power and legitimacy. Such an investigation allows 

for a deeper understanding of the identity formation in transitional societies in Eastern 

Europe.  

The historical discourse analysis of 5378 texts, selected from four national 

Romanian newspapers during the first two decades of post-communism (1990 - 2009), 

shows how the emergent corrupted political class which replaced the communist 

nomenclature shaped the understanding of communism that would characterize all 
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members of the Romanian society as victims, thus impeding an effective investigation of 

personal and collective guilt. It also shows that the lack of clarity regarding the Romanian 

Revolution (as the starting point of a new society) contributed to a crisis of legitimacy in 

post-communist Romania so that the Romanians neither could forget the past, nor 

resolved its problems twenty years after the fall of communism.  
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PART I: EXPLANATORY NOTES  

 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

“when the sublime mist of the velvet revolutions was dispelled by 

the new democratic-capitalist reality, people reacted with an 

unavoidable disappointment that manifested itself, in turn, as 

nostalgia for the ‘good old’ Communist times; as rightist, 

nationalist populism; and as renewed, belated anti-Communist 

paranoia” (Slavoj Žižek, 2009) 

 

Personal introduction: from soybean salami to freedom 

I was born in an industrial city not far away from Bucharest – the Romanian 

capital. I was almost 14 years old when communism collapsed in Romania in December 

1989. I was a pioneer waiting impatiently for the new school trimester when I should 

have become a member of the Communist Youth Union (UTC). A supposedly important 

event of my life did not take place anymore and my pre-established path was going to 

vanish away. I did not go out on the streets when Ceaușescu fled on December 22, 1989. 

In fact, I was with my family in a forgotten small village in the South-West of Romania 

where we used to celebrate Christmas every year. Therefore, I was watching the 

Revolution on the Public Romanian Television just like many other Romanians.
1
 I was 

happy because people around me seemed happy. My grandfather, who was a monarchist 

all his life and never enrolled in the Communist Party, seemed the happiest person in the 

                                                      
1
 The Romanian Revolution was a worldwide premiere as the first revolution which was 

transmitted live (Boia, 2002). Many Romanians chose to participate in the Romanian Revolution 

through television: “For many Romanians the Revolution – capital R was something that went on 

very close and, at the same time, far from them, they knew about what was going on, but it was 

not something they directly participated in” (Văcărescu, 2004, p. 89). Therefore, being a spectator 

was a form of agency: “Romanian television (…) managed to constitute a commodified 

revolutionary identity (‘we’ at one point were all revolutionaries), and along the way it managed 

to diffuse all responsibility for real shooting, real violence, real terror” (Borcilă, 2004, p. 49).  
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world, looking at the sky and repeating from time to time: “The Americans will finally 

come! It’s over now and you’ll see that the Americans will come!” The war veteran thus 

hoped that his long-time hidden dream would become reality as if history had stopped for 

him after WWII. I was also worried because my parents seemed worried. They were 

engineers in a big communist chemical factory and ordinary members of the Romanian 

Communist Party. They were neither dissidents nor fervent supporters of communism, 

but for them the communist membership came as a (natural) addition to their professional 

life. After 1989 they never joined any political party. My brother, who was 16 years old 

at that time, was angry and frustrated because he could not be in Bucharest, while my 

parents seemed relieved for exactly the same reason. During those days of December 

1989 everything seemed so complicated to me.  At that age I did not understand the 

broader implications of communism’s collapse, but I was going to became grateful for 

that radical change later. I enjoyed getting rid of the school uniform and staying at home 

on Saturday instead of going to school, as I enjoyed listening to foreign rock music, 

reading texts of former communist dissidents, watching commercial television, joining 

street protests against the political leaders in power especially during the first decade of 

post-communism, and later day dreaming that one day I will escape from Romania. I left 

Romania in 2005.  

My memories from communism are mixed. Trying to remember communism is 

like (re)making an old puzzle from which some pieces are missing. I remember the daily 

waiting in big queues for the rationed food; I remember playing scrabble with my parents 

at the candle light every evening from 7 to 8 p.m. when there was no electricity; I 

remember that taking a bath with hot running water was a luxury and in the same time an 
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activity performed in a hurry to finish before the running water would stop; I remember 

that comrade Ceaușescu was looking at me from the pictures hanging in every classroom 

and displayed on the first page of every textbook; I remember how proud I was to get 

another pioneer insignia at the end of the school year; I remember the heat of August 23 

when I was becoming a little soldier in the local festive army gathered at the stadium to 

celebrate the national day of communist Romania; I remember watching Bulgarian 

television although we understood almost nothing but at least it was more generous than 

the Romanian counterpart which broadcast only two hours every working day; and I 

remember that the biggest secrets I shared with my friends were the jokes with comrade 

Ceaușescu – jokes we heard in our families and retold them in spite of the parents’ 

warnings about all the bad things that could happen if the Securitate heard us. I also 

remember that immediately after the Revolution, the soybean became our national 

enemy. One could lose the status of a victim of communism if she or he could not answer 

affirmative to the question: “did you eat soybean salami?” This was only the first part of 

the public test followed by the inquisitive question “what did you do during the last five 

years?” 

Overall, my memories of the last years under communism in Romania as well as 

the stories of my family about the communist past are similar to those of many other 

people.
2
 In the late 1980s, Romania was like an absurd theater: the more people were 

struggling to survive, the more the communist leaders and the subservient mass media 

were praising the Golden Age of Ceaușescu’s era. After the collapse of the communist 

                                                      
2
 See for instance, the oral histories about communism in Saphiro (2004), Văcărescu (2004), 

Rostaș and Stoica (2003), Rostaș and Văcărescu (2005), Kast and Rosapepe (2009). This aspect 

points to the nature of collective memory as a social construct, and it suggests that collective 

memory of the communist past in Romania has been framed by the public discourse, which has 

reinforced particular narratives of the past.    
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regime, everything was going to change: the Romanians got freedom of expression and 

freedom of movement, had access to hundreds of newspapers and hours of television, and 

did not have to stay in line for food anymore. However, many people had to cope with 

the shortcomings of the post-communist transition to a free market economy: high 

inflation, unemployment, and endemic corruption. Romania opted for a slow transition, 

different than other countries in Eastern Europe which chose a shock therapy. 

 

The quest for a new beginning 

The events of December 1989 represented the wish of Romanians for a new 

beginning and the call for a new national identity. The people who went on the streets to 

overthrow Ceaușescu’s regime were waving flags with the coat of arms cut out. As Žižek 

(1993) noted, this represented the symbol of the quest for a new society:   

The most sublime image that emerged in the political upheavals of the last 

years… was undoubtedly the unique picture from the time of the violent 

overthrow of Ceaușescu in Romania: the rebels waving the national flag with 

the red star, the Communist symbol, cut out, so that instead of the symbol 

standing for the organizing principle of national life, there was nothing but a 

hole in its center. (p. 1) 

In this respect, the main task of post-communist Romania was to fill that hole (see Berry, 

2002; Kaneva, 2007). Following the Revolution, some of the very first manifestations 

against the former social order consisted of destroying the portraits of the dictators, 

tearing down the statues related to communism, and changing the names of the streets 

and the institutions. Although a new beginning for a society represents a historical shift (a 
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rupture in temporal continuity), it cannot be understood outside the recollection of the 

past and the use of knowledge acquired before that historical change (see Connerton, 

1989). Therefore, there is no such thing as an absolute new beginning, in spite of the 

collective wish to ignore/reject the past. The struggle for new beginnings might even lead 

to a paradox: “the more radical the rejection of anything that came before, the greater the 

dependence on the past” (Connerton, 1989, p. 61, quoting Paul de Man, 1970). This 

statement seems to describe well the Romanian context. For instance, the invocation of a 

lustration law during the presidential campaign in November 2009 signals an unresolved 

relationship with the communist past 20 years later. According to Misztal (2003), the 

construction of the new post-communist identities in Eastern Europe consisted of 

different strategies of dealing with a traumatic past, “ranging from decisions to ignore the 

past, through searching a middle way to achieve a ‘subtle blend of memory and 

forgetting’, to dealing with the past with the help of all possible strategies” (p. 151).  

The public discourse in the early 1990s in Romania was strongly nationalist. 

Nationalism was a tool of power legitimation for former members of the communist 

nomenclature: “nationalism has represented an almost miraculous way of hanging on to 

power following the collapse of Marxist-Leninist ideology. By hanging in their party 

cards and wrapping themselves in the national flag, former Communists were able to 

acquire new political identities overnight” (Michael Dobbs, 1991, quoted in Pilon, 1992, 

p. 36). Foreign capital was not welcomed, as it is well exemplified by one of the most 

recurrent slogans at that time: “we don’t sell our country” (see Boia, 2002). The 

representatives of the main opposition parties, who were the proponents of a strongly 

anti-communist discourse, were usually portrayed as those who wanted to sell the country 
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out. The members of the Romanian diaspora who returned in the early 1990s were 

scrutinized with suspicion. In an attempt to discredit them because they did not suffer 

from food shortage while being in exile, they were often told “you did not eat soybean 

salami, as we did” (see Boia, 2002) and “while we were suffering under Ceaușescu, you 

had coffee or croissants in Paris” (see Pilon, 1992).  

Most of the candidates to presidency in post-communist Romania tried to present 

themselves as purged from communism while accusing their political opponents of using 

immoral communist practices to get political support and legitimacy. With one exception 

in 1990, the Romanians had to choose in the final round of presidential elections between 

former communists with more or less important positions in the former regime. On the 

one hand, this paradox of former communists, accusing communism, qualifying for the 

second (and last) run of the elections might be explained through their successful 

discourse (in terms of winning votes) to negate or reinterpret their positions in the 

communist regime according to the present goals: “Even though the social orders 

emerging from socialism, may continue to resemble it in many respects, part of their 

legitimation comes from representing themselves as discontinuous with it” (Verdery, 

1999, p. 6). On the other hand, as the Romanian news media often noted, communism 

was a notion empty of meaning for many Romanians and thus the voting in Romania did 

not seem to be ideological.  

 

So what? 

My research aims to build on a body of literature about the political use of 

collective memory in transitional societies. In the first two decades after the fall of 
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communism in Central and Eastern Europe a broad scholarly literature has been produced 

on post-socialism/post-communism, but the studies on collective memory of the 

communist past are still in an emergent phase.
3
 This can be explained first by the fact that 

the interdisciplinary field of memory studies has taken its current shape primarily in the 

last three decades. Second, the fall of communism in Eastern Europe is a relative new 

change in the world configuration, which did not allow for a broad understanding of the 

role played by the communist past in the crystallization of the post-communist identities.
4
 

Therefore, the time passed since the collapse of communism allows the researchers to 

acquire now the position of outside observers.  

My dissertation focuses on the particular case of Romania, which had one of the 

most extreme forms of totalitarianism as well as a violent exit from communism. 

Romania is the only country in the region that experienced not a velvet revolution, but a 

bloody one. Most of the attempts to capture the discourse about the communist past in 

Romania do not address the representation of the past in news media, but focus either on 

vernacular forms of memory or political reparative strategies.
5
 However, journalism plays 

an important role in shaping the collective memory. Both journalists and political actors 

represent powerful players in shaping national cohesion and identity, due to their central 

position within the political public sphere. In this context, my dissertation contributes to 
                                                      
3
 Although the Western literature commonly uses the term “post-socialism,” I prefer the use of 

“post-communism” given that the former is almost non-existent in the Romanian public and 

private discourses, but the latter is widely used.  

 
4
 It is only now that we can talk about an adult generation who does not have direct memories 

from communism. 

 
5
 See for instance, Boia (1998; 2002; 2011), Cesereanu (2008), Ciobanu (2009), Stan (2008), 

Tănăsoiu (2007), Tileagă (2008; 2009; 2011; 2012), Tismăneanu (2007), Văcărescu (2004), 

Rostaș and Stoica (2003), Rostaș and Văcărescu (2005), Rostaș and Momoc (2013), Rostaș and 

Țone (2011, 2012). 

 



 
 

8 
 

an existing body of literature, by inquiring into the interpretations of the past in the public 

sphere. I first examined the news media representations of the break with communism in 

Romania by looking at several news media anniversaries of the Romanian Revolution 

since 1990 to 2009.  Second, I tried to show how political actors used the past to get 

public support and political legitimacy by analyzing both political discourses unfolded in 

the news media and the negotiation of these discourses in several national newspapers. In 

this respect, my dissertation not only provides an analysis of the collective memory about 

the communist past available in the Romanian public sphere, but also attempts to offer an 

understanding of how the past is used in generating social compromises and power 

equilibria in the current Romanian society. Moreover, considering the particular situation 

of a society in transition, my study also allows me to trace the development of mass 

media and politics as institutions in transition and their interplay. 

In order to build a more profound understanding of the dynamics of media and 

politics in post-communist Romania, my dissertation employed a historical discourse 

analysis approach to investigate the use and the representations of the communist past, 

guided by several research questions:  

RQ1: How did the dynamics of collective memory in Romania change over the first two 

decades of post-communism? Which main narratives emerged from the struggle over the 

past among different societal actors in Romania?  

RQ2: How does the socially-constructed understanding of the communist past influence 

the framing of the present and the future of Romanian society? How do political actors 

attempt to profit from these understandings for their own political goals? What are the 
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implications of the representations of the communist past for the construction of a post-

communist national identity? 

RQ3: How has the ongoing negotiation of the communist past among political actors 

shaped the representations of the political left in Romania during the first two decades of 

post-communism? In addition to this, which patterns have emerged in the representation 

of capitalism in Romania?  

The dissertation is organized around the main social and political events in 

Romania, which triggered public debates about the communist past. Chronology is 

followed in general lines. I selected two main categories of events: the anniversaries of 

the Romanian Revolution in the news media and the political campaigns for presidential 

and parliamentary elections as they unfolded in the print media. I consider that both of 

these are types of events which allow me to identify the main narratives about national 

identity in relation to the communist past. I also included the analysis of the media 

coverage of the violent ethnic and social conflicts which marked the first year after the 

fall of communism in Romania because they represented the first contestations of the 

newly-installed leaders and the vision of the past and future they proclaimed.  

The dissertation is generally organized topically, but chronologically within the 

empirical chapters. The first part of the dissertation consists of three chapters (1 - 3). 

After this introductory chapter, the second chapter represents an overview of theory and 

method. The third chapter provides a short account of the Romanian history after WWII 

so that the readers who are not familiar with Romania can better understand the particular 

context to which my research applies. The second part of this dissertation consists of two 

chapters (4 and 5). Chapter four traces the competing public discourses regarding the 
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past, the present and the future of Romania which emerged in the first year after the fall 

of Communism (1990). Chapter five is an evaluation of the media anniversaries of the 

Romanian Revolution to document the changing interpretations of the break with 

communism from a heroic moment to tragedy and then to farce. The third part of this 

dissertation includes two chapters (6 and 7) and focuses on the political use of memory 

during the electoral campaigns to offer an understanding of social compromises in the 

Romanian society. Chapter six refers to the first decade of post-communism and shows 

why the elections of 1996 were understood as a (new) revolution and what this means for 

the public understanding of communism in Romania. The latter is based on the analyses 

of news media in the second decade of post-communism showing how the politics in 

Romania remained characterized by charismatic authority and how news media assigned 

different roles to the same political leaders (from national heroes to national villains to 

the better choice and to national evil) according to different present contingencies. 

Chapter seven also shows that twenty years after the fall of communism, Romanians did 

not manage to come to terms with their past. Chapter eight summarizes the main findings 

and concludes.   
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CHAPTER 2: OVERVIEW OF THEORY AND METHOD 

 

“…we find in society all the necessary information for 

reconstructing certain parts of our past represented in an 

incomplete and indefinite manner, or even considered completely 

gone from memory (…) These traces did exist, therefore, but they 

were more marked in others’ memory than in our own. Certainly 

we do the reconstructing, but we do so following guidelines laid 

down by our other remembrances and the remembrances of other 

people.” (Halbwachs, [1926] 1980, p. 76) 

 

In this chapter I first explain the main concepts that are useful for my research and 

then I discuss the role that politics and mass media are playing in the construction of both 

collective memory and national identity. Second, I provide an overview of what other 

scholars noted about the representation of communism in Eastern Europe. Third, I 

provide details about the method I used in my study to answer the research questions 

mentioned in the previous chapter.  

 

The frameworks of collective memory 

“Memory studies” represents an interdisciplinary field that has developed in the 

last two – three decades, but the interest in memory as a collective process emerged in the 

1920s. At a time when psychology was almost exclusively dealing with the study of 

memory,
6
 sociologist Maurice Halbwachs argued that memory should be studied by 

sociology because it is a social construction of the past rather than an individual process 

of data recollection: “it is in society that people normally acquire their memories. It is 

also in society that they recall, recognize and localize their memories” ([1925]1992, p. 

38).  

                                                      
6
 Other disciplines traditionally dealing with memory have been philosophy and literature, but 

psychology is the first among social science to approach memory in a rationalist manner. 
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According to Halbwachs ([1926]1980), remembering is a social process of 

reinterpretation the past within the present: “a reconstruction of the past achieved with 

data borrowed from the present, a reconstruction prepared, furthermore, by 

reconstructions of earlier periods wherein past images had already altered” (p. 69). The 

images of the past are (re)constructed within social groups: “remembering takes place in 

the social context” (Misztal, 2003, p. 5). This statement also implies that memories are 

constrained by the group’s perspectives on the past. Others can reinforce or, on the 

contrary, block our remembrances about the past (Zerubavel, 1996). Halbwachs ([1926] 

1950) referred to the views imposed by the group on one’s remembrances as social 

frameworks (see also Irvin-Zarecka, 1994). Building on the Durkheimian theory of 

commemorative rituals and social solidarity, Halbwachs thus emphasized the relation 

between collective memory and social identity (see Douglas, 1980; Misztal, 2003; Olick, 

2008). This approach to memory is important to my project because I study how two 

important groups of actors (politicians and journalists) interact and shape the framework 

of remembrance of the communist past. The complex nature of collective memory is well 

exemplified by Zelizer (1995), who claimed that collective memory assumes “activities 

of sharing, discussion, negotiation, and, often, contestation. Remembering becomes 

implicated in a range of other activities having as much to do with identity formation, 

power and authority, cultural norms, and social interaction as with the simple act of 

recall” (p. 214). Zelizer (1995, 1998) described collective memory as processual (it is 

always changing), unpredictable (it is neither linear nor rational), and time and space 

dependent. For instance, references to particular collective remembrances might pop up 

unexpectedly in the discourse of politicians, and therefore, add new contexts to the 
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existing collective memory. However, memory does not follow the historical time, which 

has a sequential pattern. While scientific history presents the past in a linear way, the 

stories of people regarding their past are cyclical: “The life of the interviewee is not a 

curriculum vitae but a series of cycles. The basic cycle is the day, then the week, the 

month, the season, the year, the generation” (Connerton, 1989, p. 20; see also Zerubavel, 

2004). Memory brings the past into the present, so that two different times are 

overlapping (Zelizer, 1998; Lowenthal, 1985). The relation between memory and space 

becomes evident in the case of artifacts, monuments, memorials, cathedrals, palaces, as 

well as national mythologies and narratives, which represent sites of memory. 

Memory is also partial (Zelizer, 1998; Edy, 2006). It cannot be separated from 

forgetting which is “a choice to put aside, for whatever reason, what no longer matters” 

(Zelizer, 1995, p. 220). No matter how many remembrances are pieced together, they 

cannot be taken for the past itself. For instance, the same event is remembered differently 

by different groups. Nevertheless, all competing narratives about the past are infidel 

versions of reality: “the original complexity of the past can never be preserved” (Edy, 

2006, p. 4). People remember the past with the help of stories in context (narratives). 

However, a coherent narrative can emerge only when elements that contradict the main 

frame for seeing the past are left aside, and further forgotten. Another characteristic of 

memory as delineated by Zelizer (1995) is its usability. Societal actors in powerful 

positions are often using particular narratives about the past for political goals (e.g. to 

legitimize political actions or to boost national unity). However, forgetting cannot be 

imposed by political leaders (see Wertsch, 2002), unless the mnemonic community is 
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ready to change the dominant frameworks of memory. Otherwise the political discourse 

will provoke “indignation, rather than consensus” (Zelizer, 1995, p. 220).   

Memory is also characterized by specificity, universality and its material nature. 

Thus, memories can be specific and universal in the same time. For instance, the 

atrocities committed by the Nazis have a particular resonance for the group of camp 

survivors (relating to a specific situation), but have a different meaning for the scholars in 

memory studies (connected to a broader understanding of atrocity and genocide). The 

material nature of memory is translated through artifacts (memory objects) in the 

surrounding world that serve as memory aids or media for memory (including language, 

rituals, ceremonies, and mass media): “we find memory in objects, narratives about the 

past, even the routines by which we structure our day. No memory is embodied in any of 

these artifacts, but instead bounces to and fro among all of them, on its way to gaining 

meaning” (Zelizer, 1998, p. 232). Memory artifacts such as memorials, statues, buildings 

or paintings are part of a hegemonic system: “people support the system by embracing its 

symbols” (Schwartz, 1988, p. 1). While the examples provided indicate that we are 

surrounded by memory objects, I am only focusing on the narratives about the past as 

unfolded in the news media and political discourse in post-communist Romania.  

 

The use of memory 

One of the topics problematized in the field of memory studies is the relation 

between collective memory and the legitimation of power structures in modern societies.
7
 

Collective memory helps us to make sense of the present: “Collective memory thus 

                                                      
7
 See Irwin-Zareka (1994), Connerton (1989), Schwartz (1988), Koczanowicz (1997), Zolberg 

(1998), Zerubavel (1996), Gans (2002), Misztal (2003).  
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appears as a model of the present: a reflection of collective needs, fears, and aspirations” 

(Schwartz, 1988, p. 2). Memory as an unstable process is often the result of ongoing 

negotiations among social actors over issues/events that need to be publicly recognized 

and collectively remembered (see Zolberg, 1998; Zerubavel, 1996). As Zolberg (1998) 

noted, one can never assume that the past is fixed; instead “the past (…) is the result of 

negotiation and debate” (p. 565). Thus, history can be re-written, according to present 

political interests. In this respect, collective memory becomes “a tool not for retrieval but 

of reconfiguration [that] colonizes the past by obliging it to conform to present 

configurations” (Zelizer, 1998, p. 3). 

Notably, those in power can influence what a society should forget and remember, 

thus shaping collective identity.
8
 Irwin-Zarecka (1994) pointed to the paradox of the term 

“collective memory”: on the one hand, “collective” implies consensus, but on the other 

hand, collective memory is often “a site of intense conflict and debate” (p. 67). 

Communities often appeal to collective memory as a tool for legitimization: “Collective 

memory is a precious resource, after all, for maintaining social bonds and claiming 

authority, for mobilizing it and legitimating it” (Irwin-Zarecka 1994, p. 67). These 

aspects of memory are of particular interest given that my research examines the 

negotiation of the narratives of the communist past in the news media in a moment when 

a new public sphere is created and social bonds between actors in society are reshaped. 

The scholarly interest in collective memory resides more in the way it is related to 

social cohesion than to the process itself: “Rather than be taken at face value as a simple 

act of recall, collective memory is evaluated for the ways in which it helps us to make 

                                                      
8
 See Zerubavel (1996), Bodnar (1992), Kammen (1993), Wertsch (2002), Zelizer (1998), Gillis 

(1994), Volcic (2007), Anderson (1983), Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983).  
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connections – to each other over time and space, and to ourselves” (Zelizer, 1998, p. 

226). Looking at the use of memory, Zelizer (1998) identified three directions within 

memory studies: social trajectory (formation and reconfiguration of groups who share 

common memories), political trajectory (concerned with identity, social cohesion, and 

political power), and cultural trajectory (memory as a meaning-making activity). In my 

research I mainly focus on the second of these strands. 

In current societies, journalists and politicians are among the most powerful actors 

in framing collective memory. On the one hand, journalism represents the main source of 

information and thus functions as “a site of memory construction” (Kitch, 2008, p. 317). 

Through their narratives, journalists are “the mediators of collective memory” (Gans, 

2002, p. 375). Narratives about the past involve an active selection of what needs to be 

remembered and what should be forgotten so that they become credible stories in which 

conflicting aspects are avoided (Edy, 2006; Sturken, 1997; Choi, 2008). On the other 

hand, political actors can influence the content of news, as they represent official sources 

for journalists on political matters. When social tensions emerge in a society, they are 

usually negotiated in mass media. However, as Edy (2006) stated, there is an imbalanced 

media representation of conflicts most of the time due to journalistic norms such as the 

use of credible sources and the attribution of information. As Zelizer (2011) noted, the 

media coverage of conflicting/traumatic events is characterized by “mnemonic certainty” 

while the processing of those events within local memory groups is defined by 

“mnemonic hesitation.” In general, the voices of politicians are more prone to be 

represented in the news media, as political actors are official sources for journalists, and 
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political statements are considered newsworthy.
9
 There are ongoing debates whether 

journalists or politicians are more powerful in shaping the public discourse, especially 

given that journalism became more interpretative during the last decades (Edy, 2006; see 

also Edy, 2011). My research also analyzes this relation between news media and politics 

as transitional institutions in a society in transition.  

Both journalists and politicians refer to the events of the past as lessons from 

which a society should learn and guide its present and future actions (Edy, 2006). 

Therefore, narratives about the past construct linearity and/or causality of events, which 

means that the past, the present, and the future are presented as logically linked to each 

other.
10

 Collective memory is not what individuals think about particular events, but it is 

rather how people understand the present by using the past. Thus, the present events get 

meaning in historical context. In my dissertation I focus on the changing image of the 

communist past in Romania during the first decades of transition from communism to a 

free market economy and its influence on shaping the post-communist national identity. 

Collective identity and collective memory are shaping each other and the following 

section explains the relationship between the two as articulated in the current literature.  

 

 

                                                      
9
 While the politicians are given the possibility to express their points of view on conflicting 

situations, traditionally the marginalized groups without political representation used to remain 

voiceless. Sometimes, ordinary citizens might get access to publicly express their opinions when 

they become a “rarity” and thus their stories become “newsworthy” (e.g. when eyewitnesses are 

likely to perish because of aging, their stories get covered by media). However this image is 

already changing due to the increasing technological changes which attribute the Internet a 

democratic potential (see Hanson and Hogea, 2011) and the rise of social media as competing 

venues for the traditional news media outlets (see Kitch, 2014).  

 
10

 See Hoskins (2006), Kitch (2005), Foote (1997), Irwin-Zareka (1994), Lowenthal (1985). 
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Memory and collective identity 

The relation between collective memory and collective identity is a topic 

addressed by many memory studies scholars.
11

 Collective identity refers to social 

constructs shared among the members of a group which allow them to identify 

themselves as a collectivity and to distinguish themselves from the “Other.” Meanwhile, 

collective memory refers to a past shared by the members of a group, which influences 

the way in which individuals relate to each other. In other words, “collective identity 

constructions create commonness and difference on how the past is constructed and 

reconstructed among people” (Eder, 2005, p. 202). Both collective memory and 

collective identity are contested representations of what particular individuals share 

among them. Furthermore, the definition of a group’s boundaries influences the 

perception of members/non-members or who can be included in/excluded from a social 

group. As Zerubavel (2004) noted, “acquiring a group’s memories and thereby 

identifying with its collective past is part of the process of acquiring any social identity, 

and familiarizing members with that past is a major part of communities’ efforts to 

assimilate them” (p. 3).  

Social groups that share the same past consist of families, generations, trauma 

groups, classes, ethnic groups, and nations (see Irwin-Zarecka, 1994). For instance, 

families share the same past due to lineage, classes have similar working experiences, 

while other individuals become a group because of a shared tragedy (e.g. Holocaust). The 

situation becomes more complicated in the case of nations. In order to understand how 

the social construct of nation (as well as its derivative “nationalism”) gained so much 

                                                      
11

 See for instance, Irwin-Zarecka (1994), Zerubavel (1996), Zolberg (1998), West (2002), Simon 

(2008), Connerton (1989), Sturken (1997), Meyers (2002), Barthel (1996), Savage (1994).  
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power in political communication, one should first look at the development of the state. 

During the formation of the modern state in the nineteenth century, the group identity 

was strengthened through solidarity, given by the cultural symbolism of “the people” or 

“nation”, which led to the justification that a legitimate state should be also culturally 

linked to a collective identity. The people, subjects of right by the law of the state, 

become the nation that legitimates the state to exclude violently the new-comers (the 

immigrants). While the state is the product of moral rationality (through constitutional 

law), the nation is centred on tradition, beliefs, structure of feelings and myth. Brubaker 

(1996) argues that a nation is a relationship (something which happens) rather than a 

thing.  

Nation is defined through the framework of commonalities such as language, 

territory, religion, economy, as well as the belief in a common past and a common 

destiny. For instance, according to Barrett (2007), nation is “a named human community 

occupying a homeland and having a shared history, common myths of ancestry, a 

common mass public culture, and shared values, symbols, traditions, customs and 

practices” (p. 5). However, not everybody in a nation has the same power to shape the 

formation of collective identity. National identity is rather a political construction.
12

 

Schlesinger (1991) claimed that “collective identity and its constitution are a problem, 

not something that may be presumed to exist as a prior condition of political agency” (p. 

157). In this vein, Gellner (1983) referred to nations as “arbitrary historical inventions”, 

while Anderson (1983) talked about them as “imagined communities”. Hobsbawm 

(1983) historically approached the emergences of what he called “invented traditions” 

                                                      
12

 See Anderson (1983), Hobsbawn and Ranger (1983), Gellner (1983), Castells (2004), Bhabha 

(1990).  
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and identified their role as to confer cohesion, institutional legitimization and 

socialization on the basis of shared value systems and conventions. Although “nation” 

can be understood as something invented, it can be nevertheless “invoked” as a real 

substantial entity or as a category of analysis (Brubaker, 1996). As Billig (1995) noted, 

“nationhood provides a continual background for political discourses” (p. 8). Zerubavel 

(1996) argued that national identity is linked to the ideological construction of the past. 

He emphasized the efforts of authorities to make appeal to memory in order to keep 

communities (nations) together. Zerubavel (1996) referred to the social groups that share 

the same memories about the past as “mnemonic communities”, while remembering 

becomes “mnemonic socialization” in his terms. Therefore, he stressed the role of 

collective memory for shaping collective identity. For nations in transition, such as post-

communist Romania which went on a seemingly never-ending transition from 

communism to a free market economy, the invocation of specific national characteristics 

gain a special importance. They are used to explain the deficiencies of the social 

transformations, the hopes and limits for this transformative process and thus provide a 

social framework, within which to understand the process. Such debate and framing of 

national identity take place in the public sphere, and thanks to scholars such as Habermas 

([1962]1991; 1996; 2006), a specific apparatus has been developed which I intend to use 

for the analysis and therefore explain below. The discussion about public sphere and 

deliberative democracy is important as it relates to the emergence of a public sphere and 

civil society in Eastern Europe and to the style of politics that developed in this region. 

While Habermas’ model of deliberative democracy can be criticized as too idealistic, it 

provides an important foil upon which the actual practices in Romania can be evaluated. 
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Memory, identity and public discourse 

Political actors/authorities are playing a crucial role in shaping both collective and 

national identity. They often refer to the past in order to explain the present and justify 

their political actions and/or maintain established social order. Political legitimation takes 

place in an arena represented by the public. The public represents the carrier of public 

opinion, through which citizens can oppose or legitimize the existing power (see 

Habermas, ([1962]1991). Furthermore, the interests of the state/politics meet with the 

interest of the public in the public sphere. Habermas ([1962]1991) initially defined the 

public sphere in his historical analysis of the emergence and development of the capitalist 

society: “The bourgeois public sphere may be conceived above all as the sphere of 

private people come together as a public…. to engage… in a debate over the general rules 

governing relations…” (p. 27). Thus, the (bourgeois) public sphere represents the space 

of political debates among private individuals who make use of their reason. The ideal 

type of public sphere meant that critical reasoning supported by logic arguments was all 

that mattered.  

Later, Habermas (1996) described the public sphere as “a communication 

structure rooted in the lifeworld through the associational network of civil society” (p. 

359). According to Habermas (1975), the main structures in a society are the political 

system, the economic system and the socio-cultural system (the lifeworld). The political 

system situates in a particular position regarding the other two social structures. On the 

one hand, it attempts to generate the social welfare which the lifeworld needs to 

legitimize the political system (through mass loyalty). On the other hand, the political 

system is responsible for steering the economic system which then can provide financial 
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support for the politico-administrative system through the “development of the 

productive forces” (Habermas, 1975, p. 5). The socio-cultural system/lifeworld represents 

a “shared social construct, constituted through communication” (Braaten, 1991, p. 80). 

The lifeworld is responsible for cultural reproduction, social integration, and socialization 

(processes which are based on communicative rationality). Communicative rationality 

comes from the social structure in which agents are embedded and that allows them to 

engage in deliberative arguments to find rational actions upon which to proceed. 

The role of the public sphere is to function as a warning system, and thus to 

identify those issues that need to be publicly and politically addressed, to discuss them 

and (eventually) to propose solutions. However, the action can only be taken within the 

political system, not in the public sphere. In this respect, the public sphere is “a network 

of communicating information and points of view” (Habermas, 1996, p. 360), with no 

social order and no power, but only with the possibility to influence political actions. 

Therefore, the ideal type “public sphere” assumes its independence from systems of 

administrative power (politics/state) and money (economics). Moreover, Habermas 

(1996; 2006) considered that only a public sphere that allows for debates aiming at 

reaching an agreement upon which the participants act, can provide the legitimacy to the 

political system. Among different public spheres, the political public sphere is 

responsible for deliberation on topics related to governance. It gains communicative 

power to channel the functional subsystem politics into a certain direction. The 

communicative power springs from interactions between legally institutionalized will 

formation and culturally mobilized publics, where the latter are grounded in the civil 

society. The concept of public sphere is one of the most important terms in the theories 
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on democracy. A democratic society (as in Habermas’s understanding of deliberative 

democracy) assumes the existence of private autonomous citizens, who are included as 

equals in the political community, as well as the existence of an independent public 

sphere (free from economic and political influences) (Habermas, 2006). The deliberative 

model pursues understanding through discourse and negotiation (the power of the better 

argument) followed by action (finding solutions to problems through agreement 

expressed through yes/no attitudes). According to Habermas (2006) “deliberation is a 

demanding form of communication, though it grows out of inconspicuous daily routines 

of asking and giving reasons” (p. 413) Such reasoning can happen in the public sphere, 

which thereby becomes the place where much of deliberative politics happens.  

Instead of being faced with a public authority which one simply has to obey, 

public will formation allows citizens to directly decide on what in the end will come to 

govern them. The public sphere is described as the sphere where people meet as equals, 

discuss, bring arguments and finally take informed decisions. However, as also Habermas 

(2006) noted, particular types of actors have a central position within the political public 

sphere, while others are at the periphery. More specifically, a political public sphere 

cannot exist without journalists and politicians. While the latter are “both the coauthors 

and addressees of public opinion” (Habermas, 2006, p. 416), the former perform a 

selection process of what is worthy to be publicly discussed. According to Habermas, a 

dysfunctional public sphere affects democracy and furthermore, where there is no 

democracy there are communication pathologies that lead to severe legitimacy deficits 

and misguided decision taking. Romania has these problems, which are partially fed by 

politicians which are perceived as amoral and solely motivated by the thirst for power 



 
 

24 
 

(switching parties in order to improve one’s power is a common practice in Romania). 

The other element which has contributed to the legitimation deficit, I argue, is the 

splintered field of mass media, which with its sensationalist style of reporting particularly 

emphasized the deficiencies of certain parties and politicians rather than focusing on 

political programs. 

 

Media as the storytellers of the modern world 

While the previous sections emphasized the role of political actors in shaping 

collective identity and the process of acquiring political legitimation, this section 

discusses the role of news media in representing the past and contributing to identity 

formation. Mass media are often described by scholars in memory studies as modern sites 

of memory.
13

 They shape both collective memory and national identity, “by creating a 

sense of shared participation and experience in the nation” (Sturken, 1997, p. 24). 

Journalists contribute to the construction of imagined communities through their stories 

that reinforce shared beliefs (see Kitch, 2005).  Against the claim that news media focus 

on the present and merely report events without interpreting them, Kitch (1999) argued 

that the journalists “extend the cultural authority of mass media as the shapers (and 

repository) of public memory” (p. 122).  Given that the journalists use recognizable 

frameworks to tell stories, news might be understood as narration, while communication 

represents a communal ritual (see Kitch, 1999; Rothenbuhler and Coman, 2005). 

Specifically, mass media contribute to the creation and stability of imagined communities 

through “the repetition of familiar stories, a shared body of public memory, and a social 
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 See Kitch (2008), Zerubavel (1996), Huyssen (2003), Sturken (2007).  
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sense of time” (Kitch, 1999, p. 124).
14

 Therefore, mass media play the role of storytellers 

in the modern society, and allow for both official and vernacular forms of memory to be 

expressed. Bodnar (1992) made the distinction between official culture (the attempts of 

authorities to impose a particular type of memory) and vernacular culture (the local 

expression of culture). Vernacular expressions of memory can challenge the official 

discourse, where official memory is ideologically used to create social solidarity and to 

legitimize social and political order (Misztal, 2003, p. 15). While journalists might be 

compared with historians,
15

 Kammen (1993) claimed that mass media offer alternative 

ways of understanding national identity, rather than the complete knowledge of history.
16

 

Although different narratives compete for supremacy within a society, the news media 

discourse has a higher authority than other narratives and thus is more prone to influence 

the (re)construction of collective memory: “public acceptance of stories about the past is 

likely to have an influence on the development of collective memory” (Misztal 2003, p. 

13). In the former Eastern Bloc countries, in which strong censorship was applied and 

then banished after the collapse of communism, news media had a particularly important 

role and initially a high degree of legitimacy.  

 

Communism revisited 

Although collective memory is a process of negotiation, one cannot ignore the 

extreme case of totalitarian regimes, where politics/states try to control collective 
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 See also Robinson (2009), Anderson (1983).  

 
15

 This happens mainly because of the use of similar methods to select the information necessary 

for publicly presenting events.  

 
16

 Especially because of television, history is made available to a large audience, but is distorted 

because of the commercial interests (Kammen, 1993, p. 669).  
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memory. This was the situation in the former Soviet Union and the satellite countries of 

Eastern Europe. One change accompanying the fall of communism in this region was the 

possibility of a freer reinterpretation of the past, less controlled by the state. In this 

respect, the end of Cold War represents a good example of understanding how the past is 

negotiated and reinterpreted within new social contexts that allows for more voices to be 

publicly heard (see Misztal, 2003; Huyssen, 2003). 

The public discourse at the beginning of the 1990 was chiefly anti-communist. 

The strong desire of the Eastern European citizens to break with the communist past 

meant to publicly discuss all the issues that have been buried during communism, while 

trying in the same time to ignore/deny the legacy of the recent past:  

To forget but not to forgive was the more common strategy in Central and East 

European countries leaving Communism behind. Together with a vast and 

varied effort at a recovery of memory long silenced by the regime came the very 

practical work of eradicating visible traces of the Communist past from the 

public sphere. (Irwin-Zarecka, 1994, p. 127) 

Some visible ways to bury the communist past were the changing of names (of 

streets, city squares, public institutions), as well as the removal of statues and sculptures 

erected during Communism (see Verdery, 1999).
17

 Labels such as “Left,” “leftist” or 

“Marxist” became as opprobrious as terms such as “capitalism,” “capitalist” or “West” 

were during communism. The vehemence to erase any marker of the communist era led 

to a counter-effect: “Whole chapters of perfectly good history were destined for oblivion, 

                                                      
17

 While changing names was a relatively easy process, the authorities had to decide what to do 

with the torn-down statues. For instance, the communist statues in Budapest and in Vilnius have 

been replaced in parks situated outside the city (see Verdery, 1999; Williams, 2008; James, 

1999).   
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as any connection with the Left became suspect” (Irwin-Zarecka, 1994).
18

 Moreover, it 

affected the understanding of social transformations after the fall of communism and led 

to unrealistic expectations of what a free market society was (see Văcărescu, 2004; 

Rostaș and Stoica, 2003). Irwin-Zarecka (1994) argued that post-communist societies in 

Central and Eastern Europe “cannot make any effective transition to functioning 

(capitalist) democracies unless the legacy of Communist rule is studied and understood” 

(p. 110). Therefore, people in Eastern Europe needed to find their way in accepting the 

communist past as a part of their collective identity: “the Communist past becomes an 

obstacle to overcome, but not to bypass” (ibid.). However, the lack of evidence has posed 

a problem in establishing which parts of history produced under communism were less 

accurate/fabricated than others. For instance, Wertsch (2002) analyzed the Soviet 

fabrication of history by inquiring into the historical textbooks’ discourse in Russia 

before the collapse of the Soviet Union. He noted that the falsification of history went so 

far that opponents of the Stalinist regime have been not only politically eliminated, but 

even erased from photographs and history texts, and therefore removed from the 

collective memory.
19

 This also affected the understanding of the past by new generations 

who could take history/memory artifacts as accurate proofs of the past, although they 

have been altered. The denial that the historical discourse has been changed in the official 

history imposed by the Communist Party in Russia posed a paradox. While people were 

aware that history was falsified to serve political purposes, they accepted the regime as if 

they were characters in an absurd theater play:  

                                                      
18

 During communism people were always reminded how bad capitalism was. After 1989, there 

was a radical switch in the public discourse and thus communism became the new evil. 

 
19

 The erasure of the traces of the past was also a practice in Latin America (e.g. the case of ‘los 

desaparecidos’ in the Dirty War in Argentina) (see Huyssen, 2003). 
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The result was a kind of bizarre fantasy world in which the participants 

knew that official history had changed, knew that others knew this, and 

knew that others knew that they knew this, and yet everyone pretended in 

the public sphere that nothing of that sort had occurred. (Wertsch, 2002, pp. 

76-77) 

The situation that Wertsch (2002) described explains how people in totalitarian regimes 

in Eastern Europe developed ambivalence (behaving as the system expected them to 

behave, while their beliefs were not in agreement with their behavior) as a form of 

survival and resistance. It further led to the development of a metalanguage, or reading 

between lines. Wertsch (2002) explained the duplicity of the Soviet Union’s citizens in 

terms of performance as defined by Goffman (1959) who distinguished between the front 

region and back region of performance. In this respect, the front region equaled the public 

discourse, while the back region was the private discourse. The back region has often 

manifested through “internal emigration:” the attempt to psychically escape from the 

Soviet public sphere (Wertsch, 2002, p. 140). The difference between “internal 

emigrants” and dissidents consisted in the hidden disagreement of the former with the 

regime Thus, internal emigration was a quiet form of resistance against the totalitarian 

regime, often associated with the fear of people not to be denounced and punished as 

dissidents.  

 Within the new recent political configurations in the world, the collective memory 

and the collective identity of particular groups/nations became subject to more tensions 

and negation. For instance, the European Union enlargement which was described as the 

acceptance of the Eastern European states in the bigger European “family” did not 
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eliminate the tensions between the West and the East with respect to the understanding of 

the Other: “‘Eastern Europeans’ are always children, always under evaluation by a more 

mature Western gaze: Are they worthy or unworthy of adoption into Europe, into ‘the 

West’?” (Borcilă, 2004, p. 59). The East European “subalterns” had to cope with the 

contradicting politics of becoming European: “a combination of simultaneously seeking 

recognition from and resisting the hegemonic 'core European' narrative of what 'Europe' 

is all about” (Malksoo, 2009, p. 655). Therefore, the European enlargement meant that 

the tensions between East and West had to be negotiated with respect to the construction 

of a common European identity. The national obsessions to address the past (see 

Huyssen, 2003) and to correct its injustices (see Edy, 2006; Misztal, 2003; Stan, 2008) 

revealed another difference between the two parts of Europe: “While the Holocaust forms 

a central part of West European collective memory, national victimhood of former 

Communist countries tends to occlude the centrality of the Holocaust” (Kattago, 2009, p. 

376).
20

 The contentious form in which Eastern Europeans’ struggle to gain a shared 

interpretation of the recent past became thus part of a larger European quest to come to 

terms with the communist past.
21

 This discussion regarding the negotiation of memory 

among different groups with international political formations is important especially 

because of the strong desire of the Eastern Europeans to be recognized as equal partners, 

which also implies the recognition of their versions of the past as facets of the bigger 

mosaic of European collective memory. As it will be shown in the empirical part of this 
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 See also Scheide (2008), Spohn (2005), Hogea (2012).  
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 See for instance, the adoption in the European Parliament of a European day for remembering 

the victims of totalitarian and authoritarian regimes. This example illustrates the power of politics 

to shape collective memory as well as the still not resolved tensions surrounding the interpretation 

of the communist experience (see Hogea, 2012).  

 



 
 

30 
 

dissertation, on the one hand the Romanian Revolution was framed as a return to history 

and a return to Europe and, on the other hand, the Romanian news media always paid 

attention to the representations of the Romanian nation in the foreign news media as part 

of defining the post-communist national identity. 

 

Method explained 

My research draws on historical and comparative discourse analysis. Critical 

discourse analysis is a form of textual analysis employed in qualitative research, which is 

concerned with ideology, hierarchy and power relations embedded in language.
22

 

Discourse analysis is rooted in rhetoric, sociolinguists, and pragmatics. It assumes that 

communication takes place within an already existing discourse and that language is an 

ideological system: “language is also a medium of domination and social force. It serves 

to legitimize relations of organized power. Insofar as the legitimations of power relations 

are not articulated, language is also ideological” (Habermas, 1971, p. 360). According to 

Fairclough (1995), discourse is a “field of both ideological processes and linguistic 

processes” (p. 25). This means that the linguistic choices carry ideological meaning. In 

Fairclough’s understanding, the language use represents a social practice, which implies 

that language is a mode of action (thus, socially constructed), but it is in the same time 

constitutive of social identities, social relations, and systems of knowledge and beliefs. In 

other words, the language use reproduces, but also changes, social practices.  

Fairclough (1995) identified several limitations of textual analysis, which often 

occur in scholarly research: (a) the text and the productive practices are interpreted with 
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 Other forms of textual analysis are: semiotic analysis, rhetorical analysis, narrative analysis, 

and conversational analysis (see Strinati, 1996; Wright, 1988; Fairclough, 1995; Silberstein, 
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no reference to the decoding process, although the audience might interpret the text in a 

different way than the researcher; (b) the approach of mass media as tools of reproducing 

the ideology of the dominant class ignores the diversity of media discourses and practices 

(it considers media as being a unitary block); (c) the main emphasis of linguistic analysis 

is disproportionate as it ignores intertextual analysis. According to Fairclough, an ideal 

model of textual analysis within mass communication studies should include the analysis 

of (a) relationships between social/cultural changes and changes of media discourse; (b) 

media language and structure; (c) production and consumption practices; (d) power and 

ideologies; (e) intertextuality; (f) ideational and interpersonal functions; (g) different 

levels of text analysis such as phonic, lexical, grammatical, macrostructural; and (h) 

relationships between text and sociocultural practices. Due to time constraints, in my 

research I mainly focused on the relation between social changes and changes of media 

discourse, news media and political language, and I tried to explain what the news media 

discourse revealed about the power structures and ideology at different times in post-

communist Romania. 

Following the work of French scholars such as Bourdieu and Foucault, as well as 

feminist scholars, Johannesson (2010) defined “discourse” as a process shaped by social 

and institutional practices, in which participants are using discursive themes as social 

strategies. Johannesson (2010) referred to a particular version of textual analysis, the 

historical discourse analysis, which represents an approach to research in terms of 

working procedures. Historical relates to “the study of contemporary discourses and 

current and earlier historical conjunctures” (Johannesson, 2010, p. 258). Discourse 

analysis is based on concepts such as discursive themes (e.g. words, ideas, behaviors, 
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practices), legitimating principles (patterns in the discourse which are shaped within 

particular past and present social and political contexts and which define the boundaries 

of what is said and what is silenced), and historical conjectures (sites of negotiation 

among competing discourses which reflect relations of power) (see Johannesson, 2010).  

While the advantages of using textual analysis as a research method include 

reduced costs, safety and flexibility given that the researcher can go back and forth to 

sources (even repeating the analysis), this methodology has its own shortcomings. One of 

the criticisms is that when only text is analyzed, the validity of the research is at stake. 

On the one hand, given that the researcher’s reading is a trained one, she/he can identify 

subtle meanings which remain hidden to audiences and thus have no effect in practice. 

However, it is the task of the researcher to explain how these meanings reflect in social 

practices although the participants to the discourse might not be fully aware of them. On 

the other hand, the researcher might have a distorted image of the intentions of the text’s 

authors: “textual analysis alone could not reveal what had occurred and we had no way of 

understanding this until we spoke with the journalist” (Philo, 2007, p. 182). Nevertheless, 

the only-text analysis has its own relevance, as some scholars noted: “the narrative 

character of media content, its potential as a site of ideological negotiation and its impact 

as mediated ‘reality’ necessitates interpretation in its own right” (Fursch, 2009). I align to 

this claim and I consider that a critical analysis of both political discourses and media 

narratives about the communist past in Romania represents a part of a broader picture of 

how Romanian identity is reconstructed in post-communism. As already mentioned, the 

politicians and the journalists are powerful actors in shaping both collective memory and 

collective identity, being themselves influenced by the culture and ideology in which they 
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are living. Being aware of both the advantages and the limitations of discourse analysis 

allowed me to pay increased attention to the selection of texts for analysis, as well as to 

the whole process of data interpretation.  

 In the following I explain my research procedures which followed the stages of 

historical discourse analysis, as described by Johannesson (2010): (1) the selection of 

issue(s)/event(s) which can provide enough evidence for the topic of research; (2) the 

selection of the relevant material which can illuminate the chosen issue(s)/event(s); (3) 

the delimitation of the material’s volume (such as limiting the number of documents or 

identifying a particular time-period to be analyzed); (3) the analysis of the texts guided by 

research questions with the goal of identifying the discursive themes;
23

 (4) the analysis of 

the struggles and tensions in the discourse in order to identify legitimizing principles 

based on patterns of arguments.   

 My topic of research is the representation of both communism and national 

identity in Romania during the first two decades of post-communism. I chose as issues 

and events to be analyzed the first social conflicts in Romania in 1990, the Romanian 

Revolution and its anniversaries, and the presidential elections (see table 1 below). I 

selected newspapers as material for research, as I consider that newspaper texts can 

reveal the contradictions in the social struggles among different powerful actors who are 

trying to impose a particular discourse about the past, the present and the future. I 

analyzed three newspapers for one month time-period for each selected event. This time 

selection was justified by factors such as the development of the Romanian Revolution or 

the specifics of the elective process in Romania. For instance, the Revolution started on 
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 The thinking process is developing during the actual research which implies a dual process of 

immersion and crystallization in order to identify discursive themes. 
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December 16, 1989 in Timișoara, being followed by mass protests in Bucharest and other 

cities on December 22, 1989. Therefore, December is usually referred to as the month of 

the Revolution in the Romanian public discourse. Moreover, the references to the 

Romanian Revolution usually emerged from the beginning of the month, especially 

during the first decade of post-communism. 

Table 1. Event/time-period selection 

Violent 

conflicts 

(1990) 

January 1990 First protests against the main container of  power 

March 1990 Hungarian – Romanian conflicts in Târgu Mureș 

May - June 1990 The anti-communist movement “University Square” 

 

The 

Romanian 

Revolution 

December 1989 Media coverage of the Revolution’s development 

December 1990 The first anniversary 

December 1994 The fifth anniversary 

December 1999 The tenth anniversary 

December 2004 The fifteenth anniversary 

December 2009 The twentieth anniversary 

 

 

The 

presidential 

elections 

May 1990 Ion Iliescu (FSN) became the official president of Romania 

Sept. – Oct. 1992 Ion Iliescu (FDSN) reelected president for another four years 

Oct. – Nov. 1996 Emil Constantinescu (CDR) became the new president of Romania 

Nov. – Dec. 2000 Ion Iliescu (PDSR) returned to power
24

  

Nov. – Dec. 2004 Traian Băsescu (PD) became the president for the next five years
25

  

Nov.– Dec. 2009 Traian Băsescu (PDL) reelected president for another 5 years 

 

While the space allocated by the news media to the anniversary of the Romanian 

Revolution shrank in the second decade of post-communism, when the references to the 

                                                      
24

 This was the last presidential mandate of Iliescu given that the Romanian Constitution 

stipulates that a person cannot have more than two presidential terms. The first two years of 

Iliescu’s presidency did not count as a constitutional presidential mandate because the 

Constitution was adopted in 1991. 

 
25

 The presidential mandate changed from four to five years according to the 2003 revised 

Constitution of Romania. 
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Revolution occurred after the mid-December, the analysis still included the whole month 

of December especially because of the overlap with political campaigns for presidential 

elections (more exactly in 2004 and 2009).   

As regards the second type of selected events, the one month time-period was 

decided considering the specifics of the electoral process in Romania. The presidential 

elections in post-communist Romania consisted of two rounds (except 1990) especially 

because of the impressive number of candidates to the presidency (up to 16 in 1996). The 

first two candidates in terms of the number of votes received compete against each other 

in the second round of elections, which is held two weeks after the first one. My analysis 

included the texts published during the week before the first round of elections, the two 

weeks in between the rounds, and the first week after the second round. With one 

exception in 2009 the first round of presidential elections coincided with the 

parliamentary elections. Therefore the analysis included references to political campaign 

for parliamentary elections as well, although the focus was on the presidential race. 

Different than other countries where the electoral campaign can last for one year or even 

more, the official period of electoral campaign in Romania was 60 days in 1990, 1992, 

and 1996; 45 days in 2000 and 30 days in 2004 and 2009. Therefore, my textual analysis 

covers a substantial amount of time of the electoral campaign. 

The texts were selected from four main national newspapers, thus allowing me to 

compare competing discourses of different political orientations regarding the communist 

past and to analyze how they changed over time. The newspapers were selected based on 

their prominence on the Romanian media market in terms of circulation numbers, but 

other criteria such as distribution and editorial line were also considered. All sampled 
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publications were national dailies, with generalist content. The analysis included a total 

of four newspapers although only three publications were analyzed at a time, but one 

initially selected newspaper went bankrupt after the mid-1990s and thus was replaced 

with another one considering the criteria mentioned above. The analyzed newspapers 

were: Adevărul (1990 - 2009), România Liberă (1990 - 2009), Tineretul Liber (1990 - 

1994) and Evenimentul Zilei (1996 - 2009). In terms of political orientation, Adevărul 

generally leaned toward the political left; România Liberă always had an anti-communist 

discourse; Tineretul Liber switched its political orientation from the left (in 1990) to the 

right (since 1992).
26

 Evenimentul Zilei did not have such a strong connection with the 

communist past as the other newspapers because it was founded in 1992 (initially as a 

tabloid which turned later into a broadsheet). It militated against those political 

parties/actors which were linked with the former communists in the public consciousness. 

Instead of focusing on particular sections within the mentioned publications (e.g. 

Political Section, Social Section), the newspapers were analyzed as a whole, and the texts 

referring to the communist past were selected no matter under which section they were 

published. As Edy (2006) noted, the news fragmentation allows for contradictions among 

articles in the same publication, although both readers and scholars might not be 

conscious of this fact. For instance, by only being interested in political news and 

ignoring all the other categories, one might have a distorted image of political messages, 

while an analysis of the newspapers’ content as a whole could provide different results.  
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 All these three newspapers were former communist publications which became free overnight 

during the Romanian Revolution.  
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All the texts related to communism or actors of the past were selected so that the 

data consisted of 5,378 newspaper articles from more than 950 newspaper issues (see 

table 2 below). 

Table 2. Data distribution 

 Adevărul România 

Liberă 

Tineretul 

Liber 

Evenimentul 

Zilei 
Total 

1989 Dec. 138 103 59 - 300 

1990 Jan. 347 198 149 - 694 

Mar. 192 149 80 - 421 

May 204 169 97 - 470 

June 211 126 79 - 416 

Dec. 136 149 67 - 352 

1992 Sept.-Oct. 97 168 105 - 370 

1994 Dec. 63 187 60 - 310 

1996 Oct.-Nov. 161 287 - 209 657 

1999 Dec. 93 164 - 88 345 

2000 Nov. – Dec. 61 115 - 109 285 

2004 Nov. – Dec. 57 157 - 58 272 

2009 Nov. – Dec. 149 158 - 179 486 

Total 1,909 2,130 696 643 5,378 

 

The texts were retrieved from the print editions until 2000 given that the digital 

archives for most of the Romanian newspapers during the first decade of post-

communism are non-existent. For the second analyzed decade, the print editions still 

represented the primary source but the texts were usually retrieved from the online 

versions of the newspapers. The findings were discussed in topical chapters, and 

chronology was respected within the chapter (with one exception – Chapter 4). The 

results of my research are presented after an overview of the particular historical, social 

and political context of Romania, to which we now turn.  
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CHAPTER 3: THE ROMANIAN PATH FROM COMMUNISM TO DEMOCRACY 

 

“Any step you take in life is a calculated one. Regimes change, 

the profiteers remain. One sides exit the scene, and that very 

same side returns. (…) Regimes and ideologies cannot be 

changed as long as they are able to adapt themselves so 

quickly… You are then left with the mass of laborers, whose life 

is reduced to work and food, in an eternal cycle, and whose 

conscience do not rise above the bowl of food in front of their 

noses (…) With them the authorities can do what they want; in 

the first place, to do their thinking for them”  

(Ion Gavrila-Ogoranu, 1993, pp. 267-268 in Deletant, 1999, pp. 

73-74) 

 

This chapter consists of three sections. The first one discusses the emergence and 

the development of the Romanian Communist Party, following its path from an 

insignificant political group in the 1920s to the unique party dominating the country for 

almost half a century. The overview of the nature of communism in Romania allows the 

reader to better understand the social transformations after December 1989, especially 

when post-communism was understood as anti-communism at least at the discursive 

level.
27

 Moreover, “the delegitimation of communism proceeded after 1989 as a 

deligitimation of the left in general” (Preoteasa, 2002, p. 273). In this respect, the role 

played by intellectuals in Romania should be noted. They have been the most fervent 

advocates of neoliberalism, thus rejecting social-democracy and the Western democratic 
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 The attempt to repair the distorted communist history led to extreme consequences. For 

instance, in the early 1990s a parliamentarian proposed that General Ion Antonescu should be 

considered a national hero. Many streets took Antonescu’s name and statues representing him 

were erected. All of these only provoked international outrage, given that Antonescu was 

considered responsible for the mass murder of Romanian Jews during the Second World War. 

However, since 2002 the denial of Holocaust, the public exhibition of Nazi symbols, as well as 

the use of names related to fascism, among others are forbidden by law. Consequently, most of 

the statues of Ion Antonescu were removed, but many streets in Romania were carrying his name. 

For more details see the Final Report of the International Commission on Holocaust in Romania 

(chaired by Elie Wiesel), available at: http://yad-vashem.org.il/about_yad/what_new/data_whats 

_new/report1.html   
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left. The second section of the chapter will focus on the events that marked the fall of 

communism in Romania. The ambiguity of the Romanian Revolution influences the way 

in which Romanians try to make sense of the present, as it is shown in chapter four. The 

last section briefly presents the development of politics and mass media in Romania in 

the last two decades in order to familiarize the reader with the Romanian post-communist 

context.  

 

The nature of communism in Romania 

Romania became a nation-state in 1862, comprising the principalities of 

Wallachia (the Southern region of the present Romania) and Moldova (the Eastern part of 

the present Romania). Four years later a constitutional monarchy was established, led by 

a German prince, Karl of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen (known as Carol I). Carol I became 

the first king of Romania in 1881, three years after Romania proclaimed independence 

from the Ottoman Empire. The most influential parties at that time were the Conservative 

Party and the Liberal Party, which at one time or another had been in power.  

At the beginning of the First World War, the Crown Council rejected the proposal 

of Carol I to join Germany and the Austrian-Hungarian Empire and voted instead for a 

policy of neutrality (see Gallagher, 2005). Carol I died in 1914 and his nephew Ferdinand 

became the king of Romania and ruled the country until 1927. Ferdinand was favorable 

to the proposal of the party in power (the Liberal Party) to make an alliance with Britain, 

France and Russia, so that Romania entered the war in 1916 on the side of the Allies. In 

less than one year almost three quarters of the Romanian territories were occupied by 

German troops. Although Romania lost about 15 percent of the population in the First 
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World War (see Mungiu-Pippidi, 2002), it was “the greatest beneficiary of the victors” 

(Gallagher, 2005, p. 25) given that after the 1919 Versailles Peace Treaty it doubled its 

territories and its population (see Deletant, 1999).
28

  More exactly, Romania acquired 

Transylvania, Banat, and Bukovina which were parts of the Austro-Hungarian Empire 

before 1919, as well as Bessarabia, which was part of Russia.
29

 In this context, Romania 

became a multi-ethnic state, with minorities representing almost 28% of population (see 

Gallagher, 2005; Boia, 2002).  

The most important parties during the interwar period were the National Peasants 

Party (PNT), the Liberal Party (PNL) and the Iron Guard (the fascist movement in 

Romanian also known as the legionary movement). The latter ascended to popularity in 

the 1930’s, strongly endorsed by the Romanian intelligentsia. Several aspects explain the 

rise of the Iron Guard: the participation of the Orthodox priests in the fascist movement, 

the widespread sentiment of anti-Semitism, and the charisma of Corneliu Zelea-

Codreanu, the leader of the Iron Guard, who was fighting against “the mimicry, 

simulation and hypocrisy of Romanian public life” (Roberts, 1951, p. 345, quoted in 

Gallagher, 2005, p. 35). On the other hand, the PNT benefitted from large support given 

that Romania was an agricultural country with only 20% of the population living in urban 

areas. This was also a reason why the left parties in Romania did not have too much 

support (Deletant, 1999). However, as King (1980) noted, “stability was not a feature of 
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 The Great Romania counted about 17 million people.  

 
29

 However, as the Romanian official discourse at different times emphasizes in an attempt to 

reinforce national unity, the international recognition of the Great Romania followed the wish of 

Romanians from both Bessarabia and Transylvania to be united with the Romanians from the 

other regions. People living in Bessarabia and Transylvania voted for unification in 1918, thus 

one year before the peace treaty signed in Versailles. The Proclamation of Union in Transylvania 

was officially announced in Alba Iulia on December 1, 1918 – a date which became the 

Romanian national day after the fall of communism. 
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Romanian politics during this era. Widespread poverty in the countryside and social and 

economic inequalities were major sources of insurmountable political difficulties… and 

political corruption was endemic” (p. 11) (see also Deletant, 1999; Gallagher, 2005). This 

is an interesting aspect to remember given that one of the biggest problems in post-

communist Romania was corruption, usually described as a communist heritage. As 

Gallagher (2005) stated, “Romanian democracy (in the 1930s – A.H.) had been such a 

parody of the real thing” (p. 37), which made it easy for King Carol II to dissolve all the 

political parties and to install a dictatorship in 1938. The quote above is also important 

given that one of the news media complaints in the 1990s was that the post-communist 

political class only enforced a simulated democracy. These historical facts suggest that 

parts of what has been ascribed to communism might stem from longer lasting historical 

lineages. Following the Ribbentrop-Molotov pact in 1939, Romania lost both Bessarabia 

and Transylvania in the summer of 1940, which plunged the country into a crisis of 

national identity. Further Carol II left the country, and a military dictatorship under the 

leadership of General Ion Antonescu was installed.
30

  

The Romanian Communist Party (PCR) emerged in May 1921, as a faction of the 

Social Democrat Party (PSD) which was the traditional Left in Romania. On the one 

hand, the PCR advocated for “the dictatorship” of the people, which was seen to become 

possible only through a revolution. On the other hand, the PSD adopted a more cautious 

stance, thus rejecting a violent change (see Deletant, 1999). Initially, the PCR had 

insignificant power within the Romanian political landscape, counting no more than 
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 The dictatorship was known as the National Legionary State. 
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1,000 members (see Boia, 2002; Gallagher, 2005).
31

 This might be explained by several 

facts. First, Romania was a rural country in which the peasants, as owners of small plots 

of land, had no interest in embracing the communist ideology. According to King (1980), 

only 10% of the active population was working in the industry, but most of the workers 

still had strong connections to the countryside. Thus, there was no development of a 

working-class consciousness to which the Communist Party could have appealed. 

Second, the PCR had been mainly represented by members of minorities 

(Hungarians, Jews, Russians, Ukrainians, and Bulgarians) rather than Romanian ethnics. 

The latter only represented 23 % of the party members, which was an unbalanced 

representation when considering the distribution of population with a Romanian majority 

(72 %) (see Gallagher, 2005; Boia, 2002; Deletant, 1999). In the midst of the 

ultranationalist movements that characterized Romania during the interwar period, the 

ethnic composition of the PCR represented a disadvantage for getting more supporters. 

Therefore, the PCR was perceived as alien. This is an important aspect to consider given 

that one of the main themes in the public discourse of the early 1990s was about 

communism as a regime imposed from the outside (the Other). Further it implied that a 

Romanian identity cannot be associated with communism. While communism inherently 

is an international movement, leaders such as Stalin combined communist ideology with 

a form of nationalism, becoming known as Soviet Nationalism, and a similar model was 

later adopted in Romania.  

Third, the PCR was following the lines of the Comintern, advocating for the 

return of Bessarabia to Russia. This political discourse was perceived as anti-Romanian 
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 The numbers are not clear, but nevertheless are insignificant for the total population. For 

instance, Deletant (1999) and King (1980) mention 2,000 members for the Communist Party in 

1922.  
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by the majority of the population in Romania, including the working class (Deletant, 

1999; Gallagher, 2005). It was also the main reason for which the PCR was banned by 

the Romanian Government in April 1924, and it then stayed in illegality for two decades.   

Romania entered the Second World War in November 1940 joining the Axis 

Powers. In 1944, when the war turned unfavorable for Germany and its allies, and the 

Soviet troops were advancing to Romania, Ion Antonescu was removed from power in a 

coup organized by the 23 year old King Mihai. In this context, Romania proclaimed 

support for the Allies and declared war on Germany. The role played by King Mihai in 

ending the military dictatorship in Romania was minimized during the communist era, 

while the merit of the communists was highly exaggerated: “the king’s crucial act in 

ordering the arrest of Marshal Antonescu on 23 August 1944 was largely unknown in 

Romania before the overthrow of the Communist regime” (Deletant, 1999, p. 32). 

Following the arrest of Ion Antonescu, who was executed in 1946, the King appointed a 

government represented by participants in the coup including members of the PNL, the 

PNT, the PSD, and the PCR (see King, 1980). This government lasted for only two 

months because the presence of the Red Army in Romania allowed the Soviet Union to 

enforce an allied government, while the King was reduced to the role of a spectator. In 

December 1947 he was forced to abdicate the throne. Therefore, the coup of 23 August 

1944 changed the destiny of the PCR from “a minor political movement serving external 

interests and having few indigenous roots” (King, 1980), and counting less than 1,000 

members in 1944 (Tismăneanu, 2007), to the only party governing Romania from 1948 to 

1989. Notably, the PCR had almost 4 million members in December 1989, which 

represented almost half of the active working population. Its spectacular rise after the 
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Second World War would have not been possible without the use of fear and intimidation 

against the population. For instance, the workers risked their jobs if they did not vote for 

members of the National Democratic Front (FND) as representatives of the workers’ 

committees.
32

 Once the FND dominated these committees, it took control over the 

workers’ canteens and the rationing procedures. This furthermore allowed the FND to 

force workers to become party members under the threat of withdrawing food rations 

(Deletant, 1999; Tismăneanu, 2007). Moreover, many arrests took place in the years 

following the Second World War. Most of them were targeted at the opposition parties 

such as PNT and PNL. As Deletant (1999) noted, “there was no legal basis for these 

arrests…. Many did not know why they had been arrested” ( p. 49). These arbitrary 

arrests went on even after Romania signed the peace treaty in 1947. The FND won the 

elections in 1946, although Western diplomats and the press noticed that the results were 

faked. This situation in Romania after the WW II was described by Petru Groza, the first 

prime-minister appointed with the help of the Soviet Army in 1945 in the following way:  

when the Anglo-Americans agreed to Moscow’s decision, they were 

thinking in terms of free elections such as were held in England or America, 

whereas Russians were thinking in terms of free elections such as were held 

in Russia. In view of the presence of the Russian army in Romania, the 

coming elections would likely to be held according to the Russian 

interpretation of free and unfettered (direct quote in Deletant, 1999, p. 48).  

On 30 December 1947 King Mihai was forced to abdicate and Romania was 

transformed from a monarchy into a republic (the Romanian People’s Republic). One 
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 The National Democratic Front formed through the coalition between the Communist Party and 

the Social Democrat Party. 
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month later, Gheorghe-Gheorgiu Dej was elected General Secretary and remained the 

leader of Romania until 1965. The PCR was consolidated into a single mass party by 

getting affiliation of people who saw membership either as an opportunity for 

privilege/advancement or as a way to avoid persecutions/arrest.
33

 Romania adopted the 

model of Stalinist Russia: private property was abolished, the opposition parties were 

destroyed, political prisoners were sent into camps to perform forced labor, mass media 

became a propaganda tool for the PCR, the study of Russian became obligatory, and a 

secret police (the Securitate) was installed. However, the PCR in Romania did not follow 

the directives of the Soviet Union with respect to oppression of the Church, given that 

both the Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church were crucial for maintaining national 

identity and social cohesion. Instead, the PCR tried to use the Church for getting 

legitimacy. It was the Orthodox Church that “compromised with the regime, which 

ensured its survival at the expense of its moral authority” (Deletant, 1999, p. 63). 

Gallagher (2005) considered that the compromise of the Orthodox Church and “its 

tradition of acquiescence to the ruling power” (p. 48) allowed the PCR to control the 

people: “Fatalism has often been seen as a determining attribute of Romanian political 

culture. The Orthodox Church is often felt to be the national institution with the greatest 

hold over ordinary Romanians” (ibid.). Other Churches that tried to resist the regime 

were either abolished (e.g. the Greek Catholic Church) or suffered persecutions (e.g. the 

Roman Catholic Church). Before ascending to total control over Romania, the PCR had 

to annihilate the armed resistance groups, which were formed in the mountain villages. 

As Deletant (1999) noted, these groups consisting of only 20 to 40 members were not 
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 For instance, many young people who were initially members of the Iron Guard became then 

communists.  
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linked to each other, but “were driven by a common aim, namely not to submit 

themselves to the consequences of the communization of their country” (p. 68). Although 

they had been demonized and labeled by the PCR as legionaries or terrorists, the 

partisans were affiliated to different parties, including the Iron Guard, but also PNT, 

PNL, PSD and even PCR (especially members who did not agree with the Stalinization 

of Romania). The last group of partisans was annihilated in 1962. After 1989 the 

mountain resistance became a symbol of the fight against communism: autobiographical 

books have been written, documentaries with the survivors were produced, and statues 

celebrating their resistance were erected. It is important to remember the labels attributed 

by the PCR to the anti-communist resistance because they were also used during post-

communism. For instance, the (inexistent) terrorists were the scapegoats for the 

bloodshed during the Romanian Revolution, while the anti-communist protesters in the 

University Square in May – June 1990 were named legionaries by the first post-

communist president Ion Iliescu and his supporting news media. 

 

Communism under Gheorghe Gheorgiu-Dej  

In the 1950s there were three factions struggling for power within the PCR: the 

native faction, the Moscow bureau, and the veteran faction. The first one, led by 

Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej, was formed by activists who were arrested during the workers’ 

strikes in the 1930s and stayed in prison until the end of the WW II. The second group 

consisted of communists who avoided arrest by fleeing to Russia. This group was led by 

Ana Pauker and Vasile Luca. The former was also a member of the Comintern and had 

close links to Molotov. The third faction was represented by members who stayed in 
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Romania and worked clandestinely during the interwar period. Their main leaders were 

Ștefan Foriș and Lucrețiu Pătrășcanu. Using Stalin’s directives (e.g. cleaning the party of 

rightist deviants) to his advantage, Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej managed to get rid of his 

opponents within the PCR, by acussing them either of Zionism or of chauvinism. Ștefan 

Foriș was killed by Securitate, Lucrețiu Pătrășcanu was sentenced to death, and Vasile 

Luca died in prison. Ana Pauker was arrested in 1953, but released two years later, after 

the phone intervention of Molotov. However, “she was effectively a political corpse” 

(Deletant, 1999, p. 87) and died in Bucharest in 1960.  

 Romania began to separate from Russia when Nikita Khruschev came to power. 

More precisely, the Romanian political elite refused to engage in the process of de-

Stalinization, that was begun by Khruschev (see Tismăneanu, 2003). Although the 

indictment of Stalin could have been a threat for Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej, he managed 

to master the situation to his advantage by explaining that Ana Pauker and Vasile Luca 

were the real Stalinists in the party. Once they had been removed from the PCR 

leadership, two new members were added, one of them being Nicolae Ceaușescu.
34

 The 

1956 Hungarian uprising had echoes among the students in Bucharest and several cities 

in Transylvania. However, the demonstrations were suppressed by the authorities and 

many students were arrested. The PCR leaders supported Russia in the military 

intervention against Imre Nagy’s government in Hungary. This was the first reason for 

which Khrushchev agreed to withdraw the Soviet troops from Romania in 1958.
35

 The 

withdrawal of the Red Army from Romania did not bring better times to Romanians, but 
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 Nicolae Ceaușescu became close to Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej during the time spent together in 

prison.  
35

 This action also served Khrushchev to show that the Soviet Union was opening to the West.   
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rather the regime of terror intensified. According to the official data, the number of the 

political prisoners increased from 6,211 in January 1958 to 17,613 in January 1960 (see 

Deletant, 1999). Many of them died in camps of forced labor.  

 The autonomy of Romania from the Soviet Union started in the beginning of the 

1960s, when Gheorghiu-Dej refused to follow Khrushchev’s plan for Romania to become 

the supplier of raw materials for the Soviet Union. He chose instead the industrialization 

path. Moreover, the removal from power of Khrushchev in 1964 gave Gheorghiu-Dej the 

opportunity to go further with the separation from the Soviet Union. His decision 

increased legitimacy for his regime in Romania, given the anti-Russian sentiment felt by 

many Romanians.
36

 Meanwhile, the number of persons sentenced to prison decreased 

while many prisoners were freed. However, the secret police remained in place: “the 

instrument of that terror, the Securitate, remained intact, unreformed, and ubiquitous” 

(Deletant, 1999, p. 104).  

 

Communism under Nicolae Ceaușescu 

Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej died in 1965 and Nicolae Ceaușescu became the general 

secretary of the PCR. Ceaușescu was one of ten children of a poor family of peasants in 

Southern Romania. He went to Bucharest looking for work when he was 11 years old. 

There, he joined the PCR and had been imprisoned for several years because of illegal 

communist activities. After he replaced Gheorghiu-Dej as the PCR secretary, Ceaușescu 

continued the industrialization process, as well as the foreign policy focused on 
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 The most visible signs of defying the Soviet Union included the closing of the Russian Institute 

in Bucharest, the change of the Russian names of the streets in Romania, and the change of 

education curriculum so that Russian was not anymore a mandatory subject (see Deletant, 1999, 

pp. 102 - 103). 
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autonomy. It should be stressed that he took the power in a time of relative social and 

political relaxation, and not in a time of crisis (Tismăneanu, 2007). His focus on 

autonomy in the realm of foreign policy produced prestigious successes for the regime, 

increasing its legitimacy.  Romania was the first country in Eastern Europe to have 

diplomatic relations with West Germany. Ceaușescu’s public statement against the Soviet 

invasion of Czechoslovakia in1968 brought him fame both abroad and inside the 

country.
37

 

Romania was also the first communist country visited by an American president. 

Nixon came to Bucharest in 1969 and one year later Ceaușescu was invited to 

Washington. Following this, Romania was admitted to General Agreement on Trade and 

Tariffs in 1971 and to the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank in 1972. 

Three years later, Ceaușescu managed to obtain the Most-Favored-Nation tariff treatment 

for his country. However, the decline in the living situation of common Romanians had 

already started in 1971, after Ceaușescu had visited China and North Korea where he was 

impressed by the Cultural Revolution (Papadimitriou and Phinnemore, 2008). From then 

on he hoped that the model could also be implemented in Romania.  

In 1974 Ceaușescu proclaimed himself the President of Romania. The photograph 

of him with a scepter made the surrealist painter Salvador Dali ironically congratulates 

Ceaușescu: “I profoundly appreciate your historical act of inaugurating the presidential 

sceptre” (Gallagher, 2005, p. 60; see also Boia, 2005). Domestically, the intrusive rule of 

Ceaușescu changed the life of Romanians for the worse, his systematization plans being 

the means to attempt to change the behavior of the citizens. One measure adopted in 1966 
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 See Kirk and Raceanu (1994), Galagher (2005), Papadimitriou and Phinnemore (2008), Ratesh 

(1991).  
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aimed to increase the population of Romania from twenty-three to thirty millions. In 

order to reach this goal, abortion became illegal, while contraceptives were not available. 

Despite these restrictions the birth rate decreased from 14 births per thousand people in 

1966 to 6 per thousand people in 1981. The law had even more negative consequences on 

population growth given that more than 10,000 women died from unsafe abortion in only 

two decades (Deletant, 1999; Ratesh, 1991).
38

  

The obsession with the rapid industrialization led to the plan to reduce the villages 

of Romania to half, as decided in 1988. This resolution outraged the Western world 

which was concerned at that time with environment and conservation. One of the most 

unfortunate decisions was to pay off all the foreign debts (about 13 billion dollars) in 

only seven years, starting in 1983, after the crisis in Latin America and Poland had 

clarified to Ceaușescu inherent in the dependence on foreign creditors, in particular the 

IMF. Ceaușescu managed to see this dream become reality, as Romania had no external 

debts in February 1989, but this was possible only through austerity measures.
39

 Food 

was rationed, and so was gas for car owners.
40

 Moreover, the gas pressure was reduced 

during the day, so that cooking was almost impossible; the maximum temperature in 

offices during the winter was about 57 F degree; the electricity supply was interrupted 
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 Ceaușescu found a solution to this problem in 1985. Women were forced to have gynecological 

control at the working place in order to identify early pregnancies and avoid abortion.  

 
39

 This was twice unfavorable to the Romanian people. On the one hand, the living conditions 

became unbearable during the last decade of communism. On the other hand, the countries in 

Eastern Europe were forgiven of most of their debts after the collapse of communism. With no 

foreign debts, this international decision was of no help to Romania. The external debt of 

Romania reached 71 billion Euros in December 2009, according to the data provided by the 

Romanian National Bank. Information is available at http://www.bnr.ro/page.aspx?prid=3872. 

 
40

 The monthly rations before December 1989 in most of the country “consisted of one kilo of 

sugar, one kilo of flour, a 500-gram pack of margarine, and five eggs” (Deletant, 1999, p. 126). 

The gas ratio was only 30 litters per month. 
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daily; and hot running water was limited to only few hours once every several days. 

However, all of these did not impede Ceaușescu from asking for the building of an 

administrative complex in Bucharest with a huge palace as the center-piece of the project. 

The palace known as the “House of the People” represents the second largest building in 

the world after the Pentagon.
41

 Its construction meant the relocation of thousands of 

families and the demolition of three historical neighborhoods including Orthodox 

churches and a synagogue (see Boia, 2002).  

The systematization plan during the last decade of communism in Romania made 

Ceaușescu famous once again, after his denunciation of the Warsaw Pact invasion of 

Czechoslovakia in 1968. But in the 1980s “Ceaușescu became the ogre of Europe” 

(Deletant, 1999, p. 154).  

 

The 1989 Romanian Revolution and its aftermath 

One aspect regarding Romania often emphasized in the post-socialist studies is 

the lack of dissidence in contrast with other countries from the region. However, although 

there was no movement similar to Solidarity in Poland, it cannot be ignored that there 

were islands of dissidence in Romania such as the 1950s students’ movement, the strike 

of coal miners in 1977, the workers’ strike in Brașov in 1987, the dissidence of some 

intellectuals, and even “the Letter of the Six” sent to BBC and Free Europe in March 

1989 (the anti-Ceaușescu petition signed by six members of the communist 

nomenclature).
42

 The communist Romanian mass media, consisting of fewer than ten 

national newspapers, a public television and a public radio, never reported the protests 
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 Today it serves as the Parliament Palace. 
42

 See Tismăneanu (2007), Ratesh (1991), Deletant (1999), Gallagher (2005), Boia (2002).  
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against the regime. However, the public which was not directly linked to these events 

(e.g. the local communities) could be aware of the protests against the regime through 

clandestine media. For instance, in the late 1980s many Romanians used to listen to 

Radio Free Europe or Voice of America (both of them transmitting illegally in Romania). 

Therefore, the news about the regime changes in Eastern Europe was spreading. In this 

respect, not the end of communism in Romania, but the way in which it happened, came 

as a surprise. However, as Boia (2002) noted, a regime installed and maintained through 

violence was designed to find its end also in a violent way.
43

   

The event that triggered the fall of communism in Romania was the political 

decision to evict Laszlo Tokes, a Hungarian Reformist priest in Timișoara, because of his 

criticism toward Ceaușescu’s systematization plan. The eviction was scheduled for 

December 15, 1989, but at the priest’s request people came to oppose his evacuation. 

While the crowd mainly consisted of Hungarian congregates, the news spread fast in the 

city and more people of different ethnicities joined the protesters’ group. In spite of the 

clashes with the police, the priest could not be evicted. The next day more people 

especially youth joined the demonstration and marched through the city, while chanting 

“Freedom,” “Down with the dictatorship,” “Today in Timișoara, tomorrow in the whole 

country” (Ratesh, 1991).  Troops of the Interior Ministry tried to disperse the protesters, 

but opened fire against civilians only on December 17, 1989. Ceaușescu did not cancel 

his visit to Teheran, but high-rank officials went to Timișoara to talk with the protesters, 

and the fire stopped for two days. Mass media were initially silent on the topic of protests 

in Timișoara, but some days later called for support against the “imperialist” and “fascist” 
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 See also Tismăneanu (2007), Kligman and Verdery (1991). 
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forces that were destabilizing the country.
44

 This was the clear message that something 

was finally happening in Romania:  

Accustomed to decoding messages of state propaganda, this message and the 

absence of coverage was precisely what the people needed to confirm rumours 

that something was happening. When Timișoara lost telephone connection 

with the rest of the nation on 18 December, all suspicions were confirmed. 

(Bogdan, 2008, p. 62) 

On December 21, 1989, a mass meeting was staged in Bucharest and Ceaușescu 

appeared at the balcony of the Central Committee in Bucharest to talk about the 

interference of foreign forces in the country’s internal affairs, as well as to promise an 

increase in wages and pensions. The speech was interrupted by people chanting 

“Timișoara! Timișoara!” instead of showing the support that Ceaușescu waited for. Soon 

after that moment the chaos started, and the Ceaușescu family remained in the Central 

Committee building. Again, mass media failed to report on the events. The protesters, 

especially young people, marched on the streets, “chanted slogans, kneeled down several 

times in memory of the dead of Timișoara, and waved holed flags and freshly painted 

posters” (Ratesh, 1991, p. 41). Ceaușescu declared a state of emergency and troops and 

tanks were sent into the city to suppress the demonstrations. In spite of this, huge 

columns of workers were leading to the Central Committee the next day, pressing against 

the entrance. Ceaușescu appeared again at the balcony: “Driven by his insane belief that 

the people loved him, he decided to get out on the balcony and to speak to the crowd 

gathered in the Palace Square in a desperate hope to save himself” (Ratesh, 1991, p. 43). 
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 Ceaușescu was also referring to people in Timișoara, as hooligans, a word also used by Ion 

Iliescu against the protesters in the University Square.  
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However, when he was told that people were already entering the building, the ruling 

couple flew from the building with a helicopter. Given that the television was supposed 

to transmit Ceaușescu’s speech, people at home watched as the dictator and his wife fled. 

On the same day, the revolutionaries took control of the television station and “the 

revolution moved from unfolding in the streets, to unfolding on the screen” (Bogdan, 

2008, p. 62). The first “free” newspapers also appeared on December 22: Scanteia 

Poporului and Libertatea.
45

 

Ceaușescu couple was caught after several hours, charged with genocide and 

sentenced to death by a military court on December 25. Nicolae Ceaușescu was charged 

with the death of 60,000 people, when in fact only 162 died in the first days of the 

Revolution.  The number of deaths however, was supposed to increase dramatically in the 

next week. After the initial enthusiasm, the images on the public television portrayed the 

scenery of a civil war in Bucharest. The leaders of the Revolution grouped under the 

National Salvation Front (FSN) who were “grey former senior PCR apparatchiks” (Siani-

Davies, 1996, p. 462) rather than new charismatic figures, were explaining the shooting 

as the result of forces faithful to Ceaușescu, labeled as terrorists. However, no terrorist 

was ever caught. The question ‘who shot at us?’ remained in place for years because the 

authorities failed to offer a single credible narrative explaining why so many people died 

in December 1989, especially after the dictators fled.
46

 Moreover, while it was claimed at 

that time that both the Romanian Television and the Central Committee were under 

terrorist attack, none of them had been scratched by bullets, while the buildings around 
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 Scanteia Poporului (the People’s Spark) was the former communist newspaper Scanteia (the 

Spark) which changed its name to Adevărul (the Truth) on December 25, 1989. Libertatea 

(Freedom) was a newly created newspaper, which turned into a tabloid in the early 1990s.  
46

 While 162 people died before December 22, 1989, the number of lost lives in the following five 

days was 942.  
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them were fired and riddled with bullets (Boia, 2002, p. 136). The shootings miraculously 

stopped on December 27, 1989.  

There is no consensus on the nature of the events in December 1989, with respect 

to what really happened, as well as to “what is the name that should be given to the 

political ‘event’ that … opened the way for democracy in Romania. The Romanian 

‘revolution’ has been historically (and still remains) an issue of deep controversy among 

lay people, scholars and politicians” (Tileagă, 2008, p. 363). This is the reason why 

Roper (2000) called the break with communism in Romania the “unfinished revolution”.  

Siani-Davies (1996) noted that the revolutionary character of the 1989 events in Romania 

was the most contested in Eastern Europe, although the break with the communist regime 

in Romania seemed to resemble many characteristics of a revolution. In contrast to the 

“peaceful revolution” (Germany), “velvet revolution” (Czechoslovakia) or “negotiated 

revolution” (Hungary), the Romanian Revolution (also known as “the bloody 

revolution”) had many characteristics of what is defined as revolution: people uprising, 

violent conflicts, and elimination of the ruler (Siani-Davies, 1996, p. 454). However, the 

suspicions regarding the events of December 1989 emerged because many members of 

the new regime led by Ion Iliescu were in fact part of the communist nomenclature. In 

this respect, many voices emphasized the alternative of a political putsch (see Boia, 2002; 

Ratesh, 1991; Siani-Davies, 1996). Boia (2002) claimed that the Romanian Revolution 

was partly the spontaneous revolt of thousands of people, who were not necessarily 

opposing the communist ideology, but could not bear a life full of constraints and 

humiliations anymore. Therefore not only the nature of the fall of communism in 
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Romania (revolution vs. putsch) was questionable, but also its goals (anti-communism vs. 

anti-Ceaușescu).   

The governance under the leadership of Ion Iliescu was seen by many as the 

continuation of communism, especially because of the methods used to dominate the 

political opponents (e.g. the demonization of the civil society and the opposition parties, 

symbolic manipulation, shameless propaganda).  This topic is discussed in more detail in 

chapter six. The climax came in June 1990, when Iliescu called for the coal miners to 

come to Bucharest and restore the order threatened by anti-communist protesters 

described as “hooligans” and/or “legionaries.” The anti-Iliescu protesters (mainly 

students) were beaten by coal miners or arrested by police, while the offices of the 

opposition’s parties were destroyed.
47

 Therefore, the democracy in Romania was widely 

questioned:   

The sympathy and solidarity shown towards Romania in the West in 

December 1989 gave way to stupefaction and an intense wariness. In the 

words of one Romanian commentator, the June 1990 mineriada was when 

‘Romania became a strange country’ in the Western eyes. Economic 

assistance from the European Community was frozen immediately after the 

miners’ violence. (Galagher, 2005, p. 96) 

In this respect, Romania after 1989 had the reputation of a country led by a crypto-

communist government, making some scholars to describe the new installed regime as 

“post-communist Communism” (see Kligman and Verdery, 1991). 
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 The repression of the anti-communist protests in May – June 1990 is discussed in chapter four. 
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While a lot has been written about the Romanian Revolution, many studies rather 

focused on the role played by television during those events,
48

 and none of them has 

taken the long view and asked how the interpretation of the revolution evolved over the 

two decades following December 1989. Chapter four of my dissertation builds on this 

topic by examining the media commemorations of December 1989 in national 

newspapers in this time interval.  

 

The political landscape in post-communist Romania
49

 

Romania is a republic in which powers are shared between president and premier. 

The Parliament consists of two chambers: the Senate (176 seats) and the Chamber of 

Deputies (412 seats), each elected every four years.
50

 The President is elected through 

direct popular vote for a term of five years.
51

 Romania has a multi-party system with nine 

parties represented at present in the Parliament. The most important are the Social 

Democrat Party (PSD), the National Liberal Party (PNL), the Democrat Liberal Party 

(PDL), the Conservative Party (PC), and the Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in 

Romania (UDMR). According to their declared political platform, PSD leans to the left, 

UDMR, PC, and PDL are in the center, while PNL represent the democratic right. 

However, this declared ideological orientation did not impede them from forming 
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 See for instance, Borcilă (2004), Bogdan (2008), Ratesh (1991), Baudrillard (1991), Boia 

(2002).  

 
49

 This is just a schematic presentation because the development of politics is addressed in two 

chapters of this dissertation (chapter six and chapter 7).  
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 The number of the parliamentarians increased from 470 in 2008 to 588 in 2012. 

 
51

 The five years mandate for the president has been enforced through the 2003 revised 

Constitution of Romania. Before 2004, the presidential elections took place in the same time with 

the parliamentary elections, once at four years.   
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puzzling coalitions such as the Social Liberal Union (USL) which has brought together 

the PNL and the PSD since 2009 until the end of February 2014.  

For the analyzed time-period, the political landscape in post-communist Romania 

has been characterized by alternation in governance, with the PSD (or its predecessors) 

leading the country between 1990 – 1996 and 2000 – 2004 (with Ion Iliescu as president), 

and a right-wing coalition since 1996 to 2000 (led by President Emil Constantinescu), 

and since 2004 to 2009 (President Traian Băsescu) (see table 3 below). However, the 

governance 2004 – 2009 was characterized by many internal fights, generated by the 

tensions between the Prime Minister and President, which led to unexpected coalitions 

between the political right and the left. Lastest presidential elections held in December 

2009 were won by the PDL leader Traian Băsescu, bringing “continuity” for the first time 

after 1992.  

Politics in Romania since 1990 have been shaped by three phenomena: the 

emergence of parties as unofficial successors of the former communist party (PSD, PD-L, 

PRM, PSM), the reconstruction of the historical parties which existed before communism 

(PNL, PNȚCD), and the creation of new parties (UDMR, PC).
52

  The political landscape 

in Romania has been characterized by apparent fragmentation given that the political 

stage was mainly dominated by the same parties under different names or opportunistic 

coalitions during the presidential and parliamentary elections. 
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 This is not an exhaustive list of the political formations in post-communist Romania. Many 

parties appeared and disappeared during the post-communist transition (for a historical analysis of 

the Romanian political system see Gallagher, 2005; Pop-Eleches, 2008). However after the first 

decade of post-communism the political system in Romania seemed to go toward a closed system 

(see Ciobanu 2006). For instance, since 2000 and until 2012 the representation of the parties in 

the Parliament similar, a situation changed in 2012 due to successive splits of the parties and 

reorganization of the political parties under different coalitions.   
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Table 3. Political distribution (1990 - 2009) 

 Elected president Party/coalition in power 

1990 – 1992 Ion Iliescu (FSN) The National Salvation Front (FSN) 

1992 – 1996 Ion Iliescu (FDSN) The Democrat Front of the National Salvation 

(FDSN) which was an offspring of the FSN 

1996 – 2000 Emil Constantinescu 

(CDR) 

The Romanian Democrat Convention (CDR) – a 

coalition comprising mainly right-wing parties, as 

well as the Democrat Party (PD), which was an 

offspring of the FSN 

2000 – 2004 Ion Iliescu (PSD) The Party of the Social Democracy in Romania 

(PDSR, former FSN) and the Conservative Party 

(PC).   

2004 – 2009 Traian Băsescu (PD) “Justice and Truth” Alliance (Alianta D.A.) formed 

from the National Liberal Party (PNL) and the 

Democrat Party (PD). Tensions between the leaders 

of the two parties emerged soon after the elections 

so that different political schema, dominated by 

minority governments (PNL after 2007 and PD after 

the parliamentary elections in 2008). 

2009 – 2014 Traian Băsescu (PD) The Social Liberal Union (USL) consisting of two 

former political enemies, situated on contrary 

political positions: the National Liberal Party 

(political right, promoter of the free market 

economy) and the Social Democrat Party (political 

left, promoter of a social state).  

 

The most powerful political formation after 1989, the National Salvation Front 

(FSN) was the immediate successor of the PCR. The latter was dissolved on December 

27, 1989, a unique political act in Eastern Europe. According to Boia (2002), this was a 

brilliant idea to legitimize the FSN, while annihilating possible opposition of historical 

parties, which were recreated by former members who stayed in the communist prisons 

for years. Once communism stopped existing, nobody was communist anymore. 

Therefore a member of the former nomenclature was as non-communist as a dissident: 

“The past wasn’t important anymore. A new history was beginning” (Boia, 2002, p.137, 

translation: A.H.).   
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Between 1992 and 2001, several splits occurred in the FSN, which led to the 

formation of the Social Democrat Party (PSD) and the centrist-right Democratic Liberal 

Party (PDL), as will be shown in chapter six. The peculiarity of Romanian politics is that 

the offspring of the communist party (although of different ideological orientation), 

alternated in governance with only one exception. In 1996, the CDR – a coalition led by 

the historical party PNȚCD – won the parliamentary and presidential elections in 

Romania.
53

 The public disappointment with the CDR governance (following high 

expectations) led to the elimination of the PNȚCD from the main political arena, where it 

did not manage to enter the Parliament again until 2012.
54

 The paradox of the former 

communists dominating the political scene, while denouncing communism, manifested 

itself in 2004 and 2009 when the two parties qualifiying for the second round of the 

presidential elections PSD and PDL were successors of the FSN, which was the successor 

of the Romanian Communist Party. As Pop-Eleches put it, “after almost two decades of 

democratic elections the Romanian political scene has come full circle.” (Pop-Eleches, 

2008, p. 466) 

Although Romania applied in 1995 to join the European Union, it has not been 

accepted in the first wave of enlargement in 2004 when ten new states joined the 

European “family”. Romania became a member of the EU in January 2007, in spite of 

many doubts that it fulfilled the integration requirements.
55

  Since 2004 Romania is also a 

member of NATO. With 2007 and the entry of Romania in the community of democratic 
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 The coalition included 18 political formations. 

 
54

 Following a coalition with Băsescu’s party PDL, the PNȚCD managed to obtain one seat in the 

Deputy Chamber and one seat in the Senate. 

  
55

 One of the biggest problems of Romania remains endemic corruption. 
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European nations the process of integration in the West has seemingly come to an end. 

However, this does not imply that the rhetoric of a country in transition, undergoing a 

period of purification from communism came to an end. Indeed, the 2009 presidential 

election was accompanied by a discourse of “finally, now, we can finish the transition” 

(both candidates to presidency mentioned this in the night of the election). At the same 

time, an unusually fluid field of political parties, in which almost all coalitions seem 

possible, has generated a deeply held mistrust of the political system, a situation which 

does not seem to improve.  

The communist past was a common theme in political rhetoric over the course of 

the two decades following the events of December 1989. For instance, during the 1992 

presidential elections, Ion Iliescu warned the electorate that parties such as the PNL or 

the PNȚCD would only look for revenge and those who had been members of the PCR 

would suffer. On the one hand, as Roper (2000) notes, “ironically the FSN, as a former 

communist party, benefited the most from Ceaușescu’s cult of personality” (p. 68), being 

able to direct the frustrations to the individual (Ceaușescu) instead of the party institution 

(the Communist Party). On the other hand, the opposition unsuccessfully tried to win 

votes by pointing to the connection between the FSN and the Communist Party. While in 

the early 1990s the FSN and “by extension the country, never directly addressed either 

Romania’s communist legacy or the origin of the December revolution” (Roper, 2000, p. 

68), political claims to find the truth about the events of December 1989 and to repair the 

injustices of the past often occurred in the more recent presidential elections. For 

instance, the discourse of Traian Băsescu against political opponents in 2009 included the 

invocation of a lustration law. His claim might have appeared credible to many voters 
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given that Băsescu is known as the only Romanian president who publicly condemned 

communism in 2006.   

 

The Media landscape in post-communist Romania 

The Romanian media system went through several phases of structural 

transformation. Given both the relatively low production costs and the public’s craving 

for information and opinion after experiencing decades of totalitarianism, mass media 

(and especially the print media) developed very quickly. Nevertheless, in the early 1990s 

the former communist newspapers in Romania
 
– Adevărul, România Liberă and Tineretul 

Liber – dominated the media market. Meanwhile, weeklies that focused on the political 

debate had a significant audience, but many of them disappeared after 1993 when they 

faced the strong competition of television amid severe economic problems (see Coman 

2003). After the mid-1990s, the print media landscape became more stable and 

specialized, while concentration and consolidation of media increased during the last 

decade of post-communism.
56

 In short, the main stages of transformation of Romanian 

media can be described as political partisanship, tabloidization, concentration, and 

“Berlusconization.”
57

  The print media in Romania, as well as in the whole region of 

Eastern Europe, boomed immediately after the fall of communism. For instance, 

Adevărul and România Liberă claimed circulations of more than one million in the 

beginning of the 1990s. As Coman (2003) noted, the press represented the first sector to 

privatize in Romania. The former communist media institutions privatized overnight 
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 For a detailed analysis of Romanian media see Coman (2003, 2010), Gross (2004, 1999). 
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 Berlusconization refers to the acquisition of media by Romanian political actors and 

businessmen in order to serve their own interests. See for instance, (Coman, 2003; Coman, 

2010, Stetka, 2012).  
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when the journalists got the economic control of the institutions. The print media also 

attracted local and foreign investors due to the reduced costs to start such a business. The 

audiovisual sector started to develop in the mid-1990s, while the online media in 

Romania kept pace with the developed countries. In fact, Romania takes pride in being 

one of the most advanced technological countries in Europe. During the last ten years, an 

increasing concentration of ownership has characterized the media landscape in Romania, 

when international media corporations entered the market. However, the consolidation 

process further increased after 2005 when Romanian entrepreneurs also became 

interested in the media market (see Coman, 2010).  

As Coman (2003) noted, the birth of the Romanian democratic media through a 

revolution led to a particular understanding of journalism by journalists: they rather “feel 

obliged to make history” (p. 70) instead of acting as objective observers of the events that 

marked the post-communist transition. The Romanian mass media has been depicted by 

different scholars (see Gross, 2004; Gross, 1999; Coman, 2003, Roșca, 2000; Petcu, 

1999) as heterogeneous and even confused due to the lack of a clear common 

understanding of the journalistic role and values. Although mass media benefited for 

years from its popular character as seen as one of the most trustable institution in 

Romania, this situation changed twenty years after the fall of communism. In 2009 mass 

media was listed among the first five most corrupted institutions in Romania according to 

an opinion poll conducted by Transparency International.
58

 Given the ongoing changes 

on the media landscape according to economic and political interests, it is not easy to pin 

down the political/institutional backdrop for journalism in Romania. For instance, media 

institutions that supported Traian Băsescu for presidency (and his coalition for 
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government) in 2004 were fighting against him in 2009, creating instead a favorable 

image of the opposition party.  

In spite of these fluid fields in media and in politics, some of the topics which 

have remained virulent ever since December 1989 were the character of the revolution 

and the transition from communism to post-communism. In my research I used the 

Romanian print media for an analysis of the discourse regarding these changes and its 

evolution over the last 20 years. While television played an important role in the 

revolution, and through the pictures of it has influenced the way the events of December 

1989 are remembered, I consider that an analysis of print media discourse is worthy for 

several reasons. First, the only television which reached people all over the country until 

mid-1990s was the Romanian Public Television, which was known to serve the interests 

of the government. In contrast to this, the blooming newspapers market offered different 

perspectives on what was happening in Romania at that time. When commercial 

television appeared, it was distributed by cable, which meant that a consistent part of the 

population did not have access to it because of both technical and economic 

considerations. Meanwhile newspapers remained influential within the media landscape. 

Second, the high circulation of newspapers, especially in the first decade of post-

communism, indicates that there was a sustained public interest for this type of media. 

However, the situation changed after 2000. The development of the new media, the 

economic problems (such as inflation and high unemployment), the concentration of 

media and the overall public dissatisfaction regarding political life in Romania are all 

factors which contributed to the decline of print media at national level.
59

 For instance, 

some newspapers disappeared, and some others only maintained online editions. While 
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 This, however, is not a unique case, but rather a global phenomenon.  
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the circulation numbers decreased significantly part of the print media’s public migrated 

to the online media. All the newspaper texts analyzed after 2004 were also posted in the 

online editions of the scrutinized newspapers, which allows me to maintain that the 

chosen outlets represent significant voices in the public discourse of their time.  
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PART II: THE (OPEN) BORDERS OF COMMUNISM 

 

The second part of the dissertation draws on the understanding of the Romanian 

Revolution as the starting point of the Romanian post-communist society. It consists of 

two chapters. Chapter four focuses on the first discourses regarding communism and the 

Romanian Revolution in the emergent public sphere in1990 during social conflicts and 

discusses the role they play in the public understanding of the future society. Chapter five 

examines the discursive changes in the news media with respect to the Romanian 

Revolution during its development and five anniversaries in 1990, 1995, 1999, 2004 and 

2009.   
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CHAPTER 4: “WE ARE THE PEOPLE!” FROM TOTALITARIANISM TO 

FREEDOM TO DISAGREE AND STREET DEMOCRACY 

 

This chapter analyzes the news media coverage of the main events in Romania in 

1990 in order to identify the initial discourses that emerged in the post-communist 

political public sphere with respect to the recent past, and to explain the role they played 

in shaping the understanding of the present and the future path chosen by post-communist 

Romanian society. The fall of Ceaușescu’s totalitarian regime allowed for a freer 

(re)interpretation of the recent past and the present than it was possible under 

communism. But this change also implied that this re-interpretation would be contested 

rather than monolithic, a side-effect Romanian society had to cope with. In order to 

understand this process, the chapter is trying to answer the following questions: how was 

communism represented in the emergent public sphere and how was it understood in 

relation to the Romanian identity? Who were the victims and the authors of communism 

in Romania and how were they portrayed in the news media? How did the news media 

frame the Romanian Revolution in terms of its nature, heroes, and authors? Who were the 

heroes and the villains of the Romanian society and how did the news media construct 

them? How did the main national newspapers dominating the media market – all of them 

being former communist newspapers – position themselves in relation to their recent 

past? All these questions relate to the fact that 1990 was characterized by strikes and 

protests, social and ethinc conflicts, which were framed by the political leaders in power 

and allied media as tentative putsches of the opposition parties.  

The chapter thus examines the representations of this tumultuous year in 

Adevărul, România Liberă (RL) and Tineretul Liber (TL) to underline the role played by 
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journalism in constructing the good and the evil in the Romanian society at a time 

marked by contestation and to identify the discursive changes shaping the main narratives 

about the past, the present and the future. In the following, I will first summarize the 

main political events and contestations in 1990 in order to give the reader a historical 

overview of that year. The remaining of the chapter is organized according to the main 

themes identified in the news media discourse: the freedom to disagree, power structures 

in the new society, the nature of the break with communism, anti-communist movements, 

understanding communism, and victimhood and oppression.  

 

The year after communism: Old communist elites clinging to power 

During the revolutionary days of December 1989 a new political formation – the 

National Salvation Front (FSN) – emerged and remained the main container of power in 

society for the next six years. Initially, FSN brought together marginalized members of 

the former communist nomenclature, anti-communist dissidents and revolutionaries, 

under the leadership of Ion Iliescu, a former member of the communist nomenclature 

known for his dissidence againt Ceaușescu during the last two decades of the latter’s 

regime.
60

 In spite of the public statement that the FSN had merely a transitory 

administrative function, its leaders started to talk about taking part in elections since 

January 4, 1990. It was supposed to operate “as a large political formation which includes 
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 In this paper the term “nomenclature” refers to the communist elite consisting of communist 

activists: people who gave up their professions and whose solely paid activity was the spread of 

communist propaganda and the enforcement of communist ideology. Therefore, the communist 

nomenclature does not include those regular members of the communist party whose income 

came from their professional jobs. The revolutionaries were those people who found themselves 

in the first lines of the Revolution and had the chance to be among the first ones who entered the 

main communist buildings such as the Central Committee of the Communist Party or the 

Romanian Public Television. 
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all the personalities and groups that courageously fought for freedom and dignity during 

the years of totalitarianism” (‘Agenda …’ 1990, January 4). After the first weeks of 

euphoria and apparent national consensus, massive street protests and strikes took place 

after mid-January 1990. Some of the bigger communist projects were stopped due to their 

inefficiency, but, according to Adevărul, this meant that 20 % of the workers remained 

without a job (‘Șomajul …’ 1990, March 1). On the one hand, when confronted with 

inflation and unemployment, people went on the streets for better working conditions, 

bigger salaries, and reduced working time. On the other hand, the public announcement 

of the FSN that it would take part in the elections led to political protests at the end of 

January 1990. The main FSN opposition was represented by the two historical parties 

decimated by the communist regime – the Christian Democrat National Peasant Party 

(PNȚCD) and the National Liberal Party (PNL), which revived in January 1990 by 

former party members.   

The fear of radical transformation, connected to unemployment and economic 

hardship fueled the power of FSN, which promised moderate change and continuity. At 

the same time, the continuity of the old political structures in the FSN was to be the point 

of contention for those opposing the old system. People in Timișoara claimed that the 

maintaining of former communist structures would derail the ideals of the Revolution. 

Their reasons of discontent were formulated in the Proclamation of Timișoara, released 

on March 11, 1990. Especially the point 8 of this document stirred heated debates:  

we suggest that the electoral law should deny the former party activists and the 

Securitate officers the right to be nominated as candidates on any list for the 

first three running legislatures. Their presence in the country's political life is 
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the chief source of the tensions and the suspicions that worry the Romanian 

society nowadays … We also demand that in a special clause the electoral law 

should ban the former party activists from running for the position of President 

of the country (excerpts from The Proclamation of Timișoara, point 8).
61

  

RL was the only newspaper to agree with these claims and to advocate lustration for the 

next years. It argued that an open debate on these stipulations could contribute to the 

closing of the social divides. If the Proclamation of Timișoara was adopted the first one 

who could not take part in the elections was Ion Iliescu. 

The Proclamation of Timișoara and the demonstrations for support which 

emerged in different cities in Romania slipped away from the media agenda once 

interethnic tensions in Transylvania (between the Hungarian minority and the Romanian 

population) erupted into violence after mid of March 1990. The Romanian national 

newspapers considered that the threat to national unity and national integrity was more 

important than the communist past and its reproduction. Nevertheless, the contested 

participation of ex-communists in elections came up again one month later, when a 

PNȚCD rally in Bucharest turned into an occupy movement (the “University Square” 

phenomenon). After the brutal intervention of the police and the FSN supporters against 

the PNȚCD rally, different groups and associations comprising students and intellectuals, 

revolutionaries and former political prisoners, monarchists and supporters of the political 

opposition remained in the University Square in Bucharest day and night since April 22, 

1990 through June 13, 1990. They were militating against the right of the former 

members of the communist nomenclature to candidate in the parliamentary and 
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 "The Timișoara Proclamation, March 1990," Making the History of 1989, Item #691, 

http://chnm.gmu.edu/1989/items/show/691 (accessed on October 15, 2013). 
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presidential elections. After the elections on May 20 won by Ion Iliescu and the FSN, the 

protest camp diminished in size but continued until mid-June when it ended with a brutal 

eviction led by police on June 13 which further encouraged subsequent attacks of 

workers against students in Bucharest. Different groups of protesters attacked the 

Romanian Television and the main office of the police, which made the president to 

publicly call “all responsible forces” to come and to reestablish order in the Romanian 

capital in the evening of June 13. The next morning, thousands of coal miners arrived in 

Bucharest attacking people who looked like intellectuals or supporters (and members) of 

the opposition parties PNȚCD and PNL. The arrival of the club-yielding miners in the 

capital remained known as “mineriada.”
62

  

 

Freedom of expression as freedom to disagree 

The first expression of the freedom acquired by Romanians after the fall of 

Ceaușescu was the freedom to disagree. Social dissonance also manifested through 

political fragmentation, a process specific to all Eastern European countries which exited 

totalitarian regimes: “the differences that were once artificially suppressed by the efforts 

of the Communist state to create an appearance of united support for the regime now 

exploded into an infinite variety of political parties” (Jakubowicz 1997, p. 267). The 

unanimity invoked by the communist regime in Romania collapsed under the struggle 

among different competing voices requesting recognition and political power in the new 

society, a fact noticed by all three newspapers: “until December 22 we all had a single 

country, but now everybody has his own country, which means that we are not anymore 
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 There were three “mineriade” in 1990: the one in June was preceded by others in January and 

February. The one in June 1990 was the most violent. 
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citizens, but just individuals … a world of incommode, solitary, intolerant, intransigent 

and impossible individualities” (Novăceanu 1990, May 12); “everybody – either as 

group, or an association or a party – reclaims his/her revolution” (Gerardi 1990, May 15); 

“a country with so many mad people, a country with no trials, but only with convictions” 

(Popescu 1990, December 28); “democracy is struggling to appear. We are not yet in 

Europe because there is something wild, wild inside us … the light of December 1989 

crumbled” (Rusu 1990, December 22). According to RL, the incapacity to reach an 

agreement through deliberation on issues of public interest was caused by the emotional 

use of freedom which furthermore led to street conflicts. One of the main themes of 

discontent was the question of representation (and furthermore, leadership): who 

represented whom and thus who was entitled to talk in the name of the nation/people. For 

instance, the most common argument used against protests/supporters (no matter their 

political color) was their small number (compared to the whole population) which thus 

supposedly delegitimized them to enunciate any demands. Therefore, unanimity was still 

invoked as the only reason for (political) change. 

In spite of the above claim, the street became a powerful means of influencing 

and changing political actions. Once different political actors employed political 

strategies to try to manipulate the people marching in Bucharest or in other cities in 

Romania, the political confrontations moved from the Parliament into the street. The 

news media soon joined the competing forces and took sides in the social and political 

conflicts in spite of their declared independence, respect for truth and objectivity. This 

was thus a manifestation of what Coman (2003) described in his analysis of the post-

communist Romanian mass media: on the one hand, freedom of expression did not imply 



 
 

73 
 

professional journalism. On the other hand, journalists felt it was their duty to make 

history by participating in events rather as actors than observers. News media outlets born 

“free” overnight mainly maintained the same propagandistic style they proliferated 

during communism. The main difference between “before” and “after” 1990 was the pro- 

or against- FSN stance chosen by the newspapers during the first half of 1990. The 

propagandistic style was in fact a characteristic of mass media in all Eastern European 

countries freed from communism. For instance, inquiring into the changes of the Polish 

society in 1989 – 1990, Jakubowicz (1997) noted the samizdat industry of anti-

communist dissidents was not different than the communist propagandist media: “their 

ideological commitment, strident language, and role in promoting opposition to the 

system … resulted in a situation where the Leninist definition of journalists as ‘mass 

propagandists, agitators and organizers’ could well be applied to them” (p. 264). 

During the first days of the Romanian Revolution, the former communist 

newspapers had to reposition themselves on the new social and political stage. The first 

measure taken by Scînteia (The Spark) and Scînteia Tineretului (The Spark of the Youth) 

was to change their names to Adevărul (The Truth) and Tineretul Liber (The Free Youth), 

and thus to cut the symbolic connection with the Soviet Union.
63

 Tineretul Liber (TL) 

took responsibility for its role of supporting the former communist regime and promised 

to respect the truth: “We apologize for all the long years when we did not have the power 

to tell the truth. Let this hour of national rebirth to be the hour when the sacred law of 

truth will govern the Romanian press forever” (‘Un comunicat’ 1989, December 23). 

România Liberă (RL) admitted that it took part in the communist propaganda, but 
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 The title of the two communist publications was borrowed from Lenin’s newspaper, called 

Iskra (The Spark). Romania Libera did not change its name as it just fitted in the new context. 
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nevertheless described itself as a victim of the communist regime: “We were forced for 

long time to write against our own will, against our own consciousness and against the 

professional ethics (…). With penitence we apologize for all the lies (…). From now on 

we want to serve the truth” (‘Un comunicat către …’ 1989, December 23). RL also 

emphasized the fact that several of its journalists were imprisoned in January 1989 after 

trying to publish a dissident paper: “We should not forget that some of our colleagues 

were arrested, physically and psychically tortured, deported, fired, and their basic right to 

talk was taken away” (Hormonea 1989, December 23). It thus emphasized its attempts to 

oppose Ceaușescu’s regime. Adevărul was not as clear as the other two publications in 

defining its position during the communist regime, although it represented the main voice 

of the former Communist Party. However, it started a series called “The Politics of 

Shame” which revealed the main lies told during Ceaușescu’s dictatorship through news 

media and stressed the idea that the journalists got rid of censorship. By claiming that the 

journalists from Adevărul could finally say the truth, the newspaper indirectly presented 

itself as a victim, too.  

During the first weeks of freedom the three newspapers followed a similar 

editorial line. For instance, the first protests on January 12, 1990 – the day of the national 

mourning – which led to confrontations between contesters and supporters of the FSN 

were fiercely criticized by all three analyzed publications: “the night of shame will 

torture our souls for who knows how long” (Uncu 1990, January 20); “they defied the 

day of national mourning” (‘Mitingul …’ 1990, January 13); “anarchy, hooliganism and 

witch hunting … the Victory Square become the square of shame” (Novăceanu 1990, 
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January 14). RL claimed that people should not live under fear and that the governments 

should not be forced to take hasty decisions under the street pressure.
64

  

However, the newspapers adopted different political views after mid-January and 

often attacked each other. Both Adevărul and TL framed the anti-FSN protesters 

negatively, siding with the post-communist power-holders: “the fury of some hundreds of 

hypocrites,” “(responsible for) the chaos which attempts to falsify our Revolution” (‘În 

căutarea …,’ 1990, March 14) in contrast with the FSN supporters, which were 

characterized as “people in good faith” (Iancu 1990, January 30; ‘În căutarea …’ 1990, 

March 14). RL adopted an anti-FSN stance, initially supporting the political opposition 

(particularly the PNȚCD) but later turning itself into a platform of expression for the anti-

communist protesters in general.  

The difference in opinion soon turned into an open battle between the two leading 

newspapers on the media market. On the one hand, RL referred to Adevărul as the former 

Scanteia, claiming that it distributed rumors and maintained the Stalinist practice ‘who is 

not with us is against us’ even after the collapse of Ceaușescu’ regime: “Adevărul, ex-

Scinteia, ex-Scinteia Poporului is hitting again the table with the fist. After it did this for 

45 years forcing the Romanian media to accept an unfair and humiliating status of 

subaltern, it is difficult to get accustomed to the idea that this is not possible or at least it 

should not be possible anymore” (‘Adevărul bate …’ 1990, March 1). On the other hand, 
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 The Council of the National Salvation Front (CFSN) took two controversial decisions on that 

night: the Communist Party became illegal and the death penalty was re-included in the 

Romanian legislation. Two weeks later these decrees were cancelled. On the one hand, the death 

penalty was considered to contravene a democratic society. On the other hand, the FSN leaders 

claimed that only the totalitarian regimes were outlawing political formations and that anyway the 

Communist Party collapsed once Ceaușescu died: “it was confiscated by the dictatorship and 

became the tool of demagogy, lies and crimes … The Communist Party does not exist anymore” 

(the FSN press release in ‘Comunicat’ 1990, January 19).  
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Adevărul described RL as “a newspaper which was trying to create itself a party” 

(‘Împrumuturi …’ 1990, March 16), “specialized in calumny and cheap sensational 

news” (‘Cu șperaclu …’ 1990, March 3), and linked the RL’s logo and motto “Fairness, 

the crying eyes want to see you” with the fascist movement in Romania in the 1930s and 

1940s. After Adevărul framed RL as a publication nostalgic for fascism in Romania, the 

latter changed its slogan into “the sleep of the nation is giving birth to monsters,” and 

since May 1990 into “you believe us only when we die.” This switch of the slogans 

indicates the search of RL for a distinct identity on the media market. TL addressed young 

audiences and soon adopted a very nationalist stance, rather supporting the FSN than its 

political opposition. 

Both Adevărul and TL published letters of admiration for the FSN sent by people 

around the country, as well as announcements about the newly formed local FSN 

committees.
65

 While these newspapers officially broke with the past, they continued their 

past practices of support for those in power, without questioning their political interests. 

This was in line with a political system which officially broke with the past, while 

continuing its practices in the present. On the one hand, this situation shows how 

journalists used the same old language and practices when confronted with a new power 

regime. On the other hand, it indicates that the first societal changes did not include the 

reformation of the already existing structures/institutions, but rather only involved 

renaming them, which also meant the remaining in place of the paternalistic 

understanding of the state.  
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 These committees were mainly replacing (through renaming) the former communist/activist 

bodies at local and institutional level. Such a body was also established in Adevărul’s newsroom. 
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In contrast to Adevărul and TL, RL asked its readers to stop the (communist) 

practice of sending letters of support for the new leaders, which made the FSN look like 

the former communist party (see Simion, 1989, December 28). RL claimed that its 

competitors were encouraging people to remain obedient instead of engaging them in 

meaningful public debates regarding their present and future: “if we still wait for the 

government to give us ‘an official perspective’ sooner or later we will go back from 

where we came: to a dictatorship” (Popa 1990, January 5); “are we afraid to take 

individual responsibilities and then do we feel like creating a new Leader? … do we, the 

Romanians, have such a minimalizing opinion about ourselves so that we always identify 

a ‘personality’ who should think and act for us?” (Mincu 1990, March 9); “the 

Revolution meant for many of them just a change of the landlord and not a change of 

attitude … regarding their existence” (Gheorghiu 1990, May 13). This discourse 

demanded a mental change related to the revolution, which was supposed to encourage 

citizens to form their own opinions.  

 RL adopted an anti-communist stance (not only anti-Ceaușescu) especially when 

the whole newsroom identified with its dissident journalists. The experience of the 

political prisoners became a main topic in this newspaper, which has a direct implication 

for the distinction among different categories of victims, perpetrators, and profiteers. 

While Adevărul and TL focused on national victimhood (we all suffered under 

Ceaușescu’s regime), RL preferred a more nuanced approach: “we all suffered, excepting 

those who benefitted from this regime” (Ganju, 1989, December 28). RL claimed that the 

newly-installed political class maintained a regime of fear in society through a double 

discourse as the communist party used to do: “we are still living in a double reality … 
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one of systematized hate … and another one of empty words about reconciliation and 

democratic dialogue” (Paler 1990, December 5). It also accused the new leaders of 

maintaining a condescending attitude toward citizens and journalists, as expressed 

through the silence regarding the terrorists of December 1989, the refusal of Ion Iliescu to 

dialogue with the protesters in the University Square or with the journalists from RL, and 

a denigrating language (Iliescu called the University Square protesters “hooligans,” and 

Brucan referred to Romanians as “stupid people”). RL framed Iliescu as a communist 

who would never betray his ideological beliefs so that he would not be able to become 

the promontory of democracy in Romania: “he is not denying today – as he never did it – 

his loyalty to the ‘noble and generous’ ideals of communism … he was declaring publicly 

that he remains what he ever was: a communist” (Gheorghiu 1990, March 18). The RL’s 

discourse was in line with the anti-communist revanchard attitude manifested in other 

countries in Central and Eastern Europe (see for instace Eyal, Szelenyi and Townsley, 

1998; Irwin-Zarecka 1994; Koczanowicz 1997). Moreover, the perceived duality of a 

new democratic discourse and the persistence of patterns of action during the dictatorship 

by the new political class was clearly formulated by a journalist of RL: “they are unable 

to leave the patterns of a dictatorship although sometimes they are constrained to mimic 

the lexis of freedom and democracy” (Mărculescu 1990, December 1). RL thus accused 

the FSN of trying to hide their efforts to maintain the old structures in place under the 

mask of democracy.  
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From transitory to permanent power 

The FSN presented itself as a product of the Revolution and denied all the rumors 

regarding the fall of Ceaușescu due to a putsch or foreign intervention, as can be seen 

from the following quotes from Adevărul: “the historical truth is that the social explosion 

on December 22 was totally spontaneous. … The National Salvation Front is a specific 

original product of the Revolution” (Silviu Brucan in ‘Precizări …’ January 5, 1990); 

“the National Salvation Front was born from the idea of consensus which was brought by 

the revolution” (Ion Iliescu in ‘Dialog …’ 1990, January 23). The FSN became the savior 

of the newly re-born society given its declared role: “to save the country from 

catastrophe, anarchy, and chaos” (‘Dialog …’ 1990, January 23).  

The FSN replaced the former communist party and maintained its structures, but 

it tried to dissociate itself from its predecessor claiming an apolitical status: “the Front is 

not a political party and it will never be” (‘Precizări …’ January 5, 1990).
66

 The former 

communists (such as Ion Iliescu or Silviu Brucan) transformed themselves into 

revolutionary saviors of the nation and maintained the societal schizophrenia (of non-

communist communists) by claiming a non-political status. Given that  the image of the 

Romanian Communist Party (PCR) overlapped with the image of Ceaușescu,  any liaison 

between the FSN and the PCR was detrimental to the new leaders. The ambiguous 

declared status of the FSN as an apolitical formation also led to paradoxical situations in 
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 The FSN replaced the communist structures at regional, local and institutional level, but their 

role was unclear in the absence of the communist party: “they keep the leadership and the 

technical and administrative structures under surveillance” (‘Revolutia …’ 1990, January 9). 

They soon cannibalized the labor unions through a FSN decree which stipulated: “their role is to 

guarantee a direct contact with the workers and to help the management to improve the working 

conditions of the workers … once the free syndicates would appear they could adhere to the 

platform of the FSN and take some of the responsibilities of the FSN councils” (‘Reglementări 

…’ 1990, January 12). 
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which newly formed parties adhered to the political platform of the FSN while competing 

against it in the parliamentary elections. 

The FSN rejected from the very beginning the possibility of a radical change 

toward a free market economy invoking the risk of serious social disruptions 

(unemployment, revolts, chaos) (see Nicolescu 1990, January 6; Bârlădeanu 1990, 

January 7). Adevărul subscribed to this point of view claiming that a liberal model based 

on private property did not fit the Romanian realities: “too far from the historical 

traditions of Romania and too far from the contemporary realities of other countries” 

(‘Economia …’ 1990, March 1). By emphasizing the unique situation of Romania, the 

new FSN leaders proclaimed themselves the adepts of an “original democracy:”    

we don’t want to follow any model … the lessons of the past are not 

sufficient for us. The experiences of others are not sufficient for us. The 

situation of Romania today is totally different from any other European or 

non-European country … in our case there was a break; a revolutionary 

process which requires totally different solutions … the notion of party is a 

too narrow concept as it only relates to a particular group with particular 

interests (‘Dialog …’ 1990, January 23). 

As the quote above suggests, the FSN leaders tried to get public support by 

suggesting that their own goal was the national interest (thus becoming the national 

saviors) in contrast with the political parties which supposedly were driven by the thirst 

for power. Adevărul amplified this discourse: “the Romanian revolution was born from a 

national experience … It has no historical or geographical landmark” (‘Revolutia …’ 

1990, January 25). The third way got legitimacy through the fear that capitalism would 
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lead to social divides detrimental to the ordinary citizens, as an article in Adevărul 

ironically stated: “we are told … that credits are given to people by the people … they 

stimulate us to work more, earn more, and become more dependent on each other, 

especially on the creditors. Let’s then live in solidarity and bonded together in life and 

death. Good-bye loneliness!” (Tic, 1990, December 4). TL also agreed with the FSN’s 

political choice regarding the future of Romania, denying the claims expressed by the 

FSN contesters that the “original democracy” was the mask for the remaining place of the 

old structures: “in spite of the suspicions maintained by some street forces, we do not 

experience a kind of esthetical reparation of socialism which can be compared with 

perestroika … the Romanian society is seeing the third way;” “the Romanian society … 

is ready and wishful to assimilate the strategies of democracy and profit, but it refuses to 

became a consuming society” (Sorescu 1990, March 20). These statements also indicate 

that the perception about capitalism as the main evil (as constructed under communism) 

still persisted in the public consciousness. 

 

Early elections: The FSN candidacy to elections as moral maturity 

The discourse of the FSN regarding the Romanian revolution changed toward the 

end of January, when it described itself no longer only as the offspring but as well as the 

author of the Revolution: “together with the army, the FSN overthrew the forces of the 

Securitate’s special units, the terrorists, thus guaranteeing the victory of the Revolution” 

(‘La 20 mai …’1990, January 24); “the only real force born in … the Revolution on 

December 22, 1989, which took the responsibility to lead the revolutionary movement, to 

fight together with the army against the special units of the Securitate and against the 
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terrorists” (‘Discursul …’ 1990, January 26). This change was an attempt to gain 

legitimacy and to annul the contestations of the historical parties (which also generated 

street protests) regarding the FSN decision to ignore its initial promise not to candidate in 

the elections.:  This political strategy thus influenced the way in which the break with 

communism should be remembered by changing the authorship of the Revolution from 

its initial focus on the people to the FSN.  

The decision of the FSN to take part in elections also led to a gap in the way in 

which Adevărul and TL, on the one hand, and RL, on the other hand, framed FSN and Ion 

Iliescu. RL accused the FSN-leaders of trying to turn their moral capital into electoral 

capital and to enforce a perestroika in Romania: “under the mask of the FSN, are they 

willing to return on a roundabout path to communism?” (Mărculescu 1990, January 12); 

“it is not excluded that the Front will easily skid from its initial desire to serve the 

national salvation to the ambition of using the desideratum of national salvation to its 

own goals” (Paler 1990, January 11); “the achieved capital through the revolution … 

cannot be appropriated before the free election … are we somehow at the danger that the 

unique party is emerging?” (Uncu, 1990, January 23). Therefore, RL linked the FSN with 

its successor party PCR. 

Denigrating the idea of a party, the FSN dismissed its future opposition. While the 

FSN had full control of the PCR’s resources, it also decreed that no foreign funding 

would be allowed during the political campaign for presidential and parliamentary 

elections (see ‘La 20 mai …’ 1990, January 24). Therefore, the chances of the newly 

formed parties to get significant votes in the forthcoming elections were severely 

reduced. The FSN gathered many supporters also because it both eradicated the 
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unpopular laws from the communist regime (“no child” tax, abortion law, rationalized 

food) and passed decrees which were favorable to the population (e.g. more food, the 

reduction of the working time).  

As a FSN advocate, Adevărul framed the FSN leaders as national heroes in 

contrast to the representative members of the ‘historical’ parties (PNȚCD, PNL) who 

were portrayed as profiteers: “former political personalities who saw our Revolution on 

TV like a show from abroad are getting off now the luxurious planes, with candies in 

their pockets for those who waited for them for 50 years” (Novăceanu 1990, January 26). 

This framing was possible because the historical parties nominated who lived abroad as 

presidential candidates: the PNȚCD vice-president Ion Rațiu lived in the UK after he left 

Romania in 1940, while the PNL president Paul Câmpeanu was a former political 

prisoner who nevertheless left Romania in the early 1970s and lived in France until 1990. 

The sufferings of other representative members who survived the communist prisons and 

lived in Romania were ignored. Among them the PNȚCD president Corneliu Coposu 

who stayed in prison for 17 years and who was about to be lynched by the FSN 

supporters in early 1990. This discourse was contested by RL which especially reacted to 

the attacks against Coposu “those who are asking where mister Coposu was while they 

were marching under bullets on the streets should also ask where they’ve been when 

mister Coposu was sent to forced work” (Creangă 1990, January 30). RL also published 

his public letter in which he replied to the unfair media campaign against him: “I did not 

come from abroad. I did not leave Romania since 1938. I have neither dollars, nor a 

house nor properties … I stayed more than 17 years in the communist prisons … On 

December 20, 21, and 22 I was on the streets protesting against the dictatorship’s 
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repression” (Coposu 1990, January 31). These facts are ignored by both TL and Adevărul. 

It thus shows that particular participants to the Romanian Revolution were denied 

recognition by the pro-FSN media which exemplifies the selective nature of the 

construction process of collective memory by ignoring those aspects which can disturb 

the coherence of a particular narrative about the past. This is also an important aspect to 

remember because Coposu would become a national hero as the symbol of morality few 

years later as it is shown in chapter six.  

Besides the question of the moral qualities of the political leaders up for election 

(in terms of their status as both victims of communism and participants to the 

Revolution), a second question was the moral maturity of the Romanian populace to use 

the democratic right of elections already so early on after decades of dictatorship. Here, 

the question of the Revolution itself and its purging character would play a leading role. 

RL criticized the idea of organizing free elections as soon as possible, claiming that they 

would just bring a simulation of democracy because people were still stuck in their old 

behavioral patterns: “we lived in simulacra for whole decades. We cannot peacefully 

watch the risk of recidivism” (Paler 1990, January 7). RL became the advocate of a 

societal moral recovery as the first requirement to attain democracy: “our hidden and 

unhealed moral handicaps can falsify the elections so that they would become a farce we 

stage ourselves … we can easily slide toward caricature, parody, which … would lead to 

a very dangerous crisis of credibility in the public consciousness” (Paler 1990, January 

7). Adevărul rejected the idea that people needed more time to get morally ready to 

choose their leaders wisely and to decide their future. It claimed that the internal (moral) 
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Revolution preceded the external one, because people would have not toppled the 

dictatorship unless they were morally ready for a radical change:  

the excessive tendency to incriminate the Romanian people … is neither correct 

nor productive. It is unfair the way in which the dimensions of the evil inside us 

are exaggerated, as well as the possible influence of Ceaușescu’s communist 

doctrine on us, forgetting that nothing of what is imposed through force has any 

power on consciousness (Mesaroș 1990, May 4).  

This argument is based on the one hand, on the understanding of communism as alien 

from Romanian national identity, and on the other hand on the understanding of the 

Revolution as a purgatory process of the Romanian society. 

According to RL, the unbalanced distribution of power and people’s fear to 

express their opinions created a spiral of silence:
67

  

All the parties … are in a stage which I could call embryonic, if not even pre-

embryonic … What the National Salvation Front has to offer in return? A series 

of uncontestable assets. The most important are from far away its image of 

‘organ of the Revolution’ and the idea of ‘national consensus’ on which it is 

founded … we can already get accustomed to the idea that we will vote for the 

candidates of the Front (Popescu 1990, January 9). 

RL’s claim could be seen as justified given for instance the sustained efforts of Adevărul 

to enforce the idea that political parties such as PNȚCD or PNL had no public support 

and thus they were sentenced to remain in the opposition: “the new parties among which 

some are claiming to rebind the line of history … and which were totally absent on 
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 Noelle-Neumann (1974) explained how an opinion becomes dominant in society when people 

in minority do not express their opinions because they believe they are a minority and are afraid 

of social exclusion.  
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December 22 … will guarantee the opposition necessary for a real democratic life” 

(‘Revolutia …’ 1990, January 25). They were the offspring of the revolution, but as the 

quote above shows, Adevărul disqualified them as being the carriers of the revolution. 

Instead, FSN was framed as such.  

 

Heroes and villains of the Revolution 

The Romanian revolution was described as a return to history and to Europe. It 

was invoked as a symbol of national unity when violent conflicts emerged in Romania, 

which were thus framed by Adevărul and TL as betrayals of the revolutionary ideals, an 

example of which is the subsequent quote from TL:  “we all hoped that the December 

Revolution would be the purgatory catharsis through which this scorned and humiliated 

nation … would start a new life. But this was not to be!” (Lionăchescu 1990, May 29).  

More than one thousand people died and more than three thousands were injured 

during the revolutionary days on December 1989. The news media had difficulties to 

accept the official numbers insisting that they were too small to reflect reality. For 

instance, RL refused to accept that there were fewer than 100 people who died in 

Timișoara: “there is a clear interest to hide the real number of the victims which is much 

higher than that announced by the officials” (Munteanu 1990, January 31). The obsession 

of quantification is not a specificity of the Romanian understanding of the recent past, but 

rather a commonality in remembering trauma where counting is understood as “a means 

of conveying the scale of suffering” (Espeland and Stevens, 2008, p. 406, citing Faust, 

2008). Therefore, every death counted and should have been included in the tally. 

Moreover, the small number of victims pointed to the fact that the Revolution was 
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actually made by a minority – an idea which was not appealing to the news media in 

1990. This perspective would be nevertheless changed twenty years later as it is shown in 

chapter five.  

The discourse on terrorists as authors of the bloodshed in December 1989 

remained in place for the whole year. News media often invoked the testimonies of the 

participants to the Revolution to prove the existence of terrorists. In a public address on 

January 7, 1990, Ion Iliescu announced that the terrorists were eliminated (see ‘Revolutia 

…’ 1990, January 9). The lack of any other details (e.g. numbers or identity) allowed the 

news media to speculate on this topic. While TL noted that no terrorist was identified as if 

“the earth swallowed them” (Alexandrescu 1990, March 1), it still supported the theory 

that those who died in December 1989 were the victims of terrorists: “one thing is clear – 

there were terrorists who shot at people, attacked military establishments and other 

venues of national importance, spread panic and tried to destabilize the social order” 

(Perva and Roman 1990, March 18), “they were neither ghosts nor the product of 

somebody’s heated imagination, but they really existed” (Perva and Roman 1990, March 

22). TL claimed that the terrorists were foreigners trained to kill: “so many people … saw 

terrorists with physiognomy of foreigners, be them wounded or dead” (‘Au fost …’ 1990, 

January 14); “the terrorists were well trained and had modern weaponry” (Alexandrescu 

1990, January 9). The terrorists were also associated with Securitate and special units 

under Ceaușescu’s direct control, as the following quote from RL indicated: “it is only 

known that they were part of a guarding unit of the dictatorial family, especially 

constituted and trained for genocide” (Rădulescu 1990, January 6). Therefore, the idea of 

Romanians shooting at Romanians was dismissed as it contradicted the discourse about 
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Romanian unity. If this was to happen, then the perpetrators could have only been 

indoctrinated fanatics (e.g. special troops trained to kill).  

The army, in contrast, was framed in positive terms as a savior of the Revolution. 

The information pointing to soldiers as responsible for the death toll was dismissed by 

both Adevărul and TL: “the soldiers did not shoot at people, they fought against 

terrorists” (Alexandrescu 1990, January 9); “it would be a mistake to only blame the 

army … there were more adult people who were wearing military costumes and had 

guns” (‘Procesul …’ 1990, March 6). Although TL revealed several military errors in 

which soldiers were killed after they were mistaken for terrorists by other military units, 

the army rejected any claims regarding its responsibility for the death toll: “the rumors 

about the involvement of the army in repressing the demonstrators or the blame put on 

some units of the army are actually an attack against the whole military institution” 

(‘Comitetul …’ 1990, March 9). RL was the only publication which initiated a public 

debate on the military errors and their consequences during the revolutionary days of 

December 1989. The newspaper also reported about cases when innocent people were 

arrested and accused they were terrorists (see for instance, Băcanu 1990, January 6). 

While RL did not deny the theories about the terrorists, it claimed that the lack of official 

clarification with respect to authors of the massacres would have negative consequences 

for social cohesion: “instead of getting closer to a national reconciliation and a 

purification of the Romanian society … a lot of people will feel betrayed and will believe 

that the revolution for which they risked their life or which they saluted with enthusiasm 

was stolen from them” (Paler 1990, January 11). RL thus anticipated since 1990 a 
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discourse about the stolen Revolution which was becoming stronger in the second decade 

of post-communism as will be shown in chapter five.  

The journalistic investigation of the first days of the Revolution in Bucharest 

brought contradictory testimonies revealing the chaos which reigned in those days when 

many people were fighting with an inexistent enemy. People became outraged when told 

that the death toll was the result of chaos and rumors, as a prosecutor investigating the 

crimes committed in Brașov in December 1989 brutally stated: “You shot at each other as 

some stupid people” (Șandru 1990, January 16). Such a possibility was rejected by 

political actors, news media and ordinary people because it was an inconvenient truth. If 

this really happened, it meant that the so-much praised heroism of the Romanian nation 

in December 1989 did not exist. Therefore, the conspiracy theories served better the 

public expectations regarding the break with the communist past. In opposition to 

terrorists (“the villains”), the FSN leaders were framed as heroes, able to restore the 

social order: “Mr. Iliescu appears to us as a pragmatic leader, interested in an optimal 

solving of the immediate tasks” (‘După votarea …’ 1990, March 17). He remained a 

national hero for Adevărul and TL, an image contested by RL once Ion Iliescu announced 

his intention to candidate for predincy. RL accused him of using a double discourse by 

instigating to hate and in the same time calling for calm and social order. It furthermore 

associated this political strategy of reigning through fear with his communist past which 

supposedly contravened to the Revolution’s ideals: “The dead people in Timișoara 

wanted not only the fall of Ceaușescu, but also the dissolution of the betraying party” 

(Uncu 1990, January 9).
68

 RL thus insisted on the anti-communist character of the 
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 Notably, there was no explicit reference to communism in the first manifests distributed in 

Timișoara or in other cities before December 22, 1989 – the day when the dictator fled. They only 
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Romanian Revolution, and it claimed that the new leaders’ plans for perestroika were 

disturbed by the popular movement in December 1989, which forced them to claim an 

apolitical status: “it now ended, I hope, not only the bleak 25 years under Ceaușescu, but 

all those 45 years which permitted that somebody like him led the country … I heard 

neither Mr. Silviu Brucan, nor Mr. Ion Iliescu … saying this thing clearly and with no 

equivocation (Prelipceanu 1990, January 5); “the unveiling of communism’s criminal 

face and the horrific images broadcasted worldwide … made the newly prepared face of 

communism fall down irremediable …  the communist members of the second guard had 

to deny the whole system because their good intentions became questionable” (Buzinschi 

1990, March 31).  

RL noted that the scapegoating of Ceaușescu would diminish a possible detailed 

evaluation of communism: “even if we don’t like to recognize it, Ceaușescu was not an 

accident of the history … Ceaușescu also emerged from the abyss of our weaknesses, the 

lies we accepted, the compromises we submitted to, and our cowardice” (Paler 1990, 

January 7). RL thus placed the villain Ceaușescu into a societal construction based on lies 

accepted, compromises made, and people’s cowardice. Such a view required Romanian 

society to evolve and mature, before a new society can be built. This can be contrasted 

with the view according to which the revolution functioned like a purgatory of the sins 

committed by Romanians during communism (e.g. their obedience) which vanished with 

the evil leader, as promoted by Adevărul.  

                                                                                                                                                              

referred to Ceaușescu and his family (See Osiac 2010, also available at 

http://www.irrd.ro/caiete/mesajptromania.pdf). However, records of public statements done in 

December 1989 by participants to the Revolution indicate references to the rejection of 

communism. See for instance, the address of Dumitru Mazilu on December 22, 1989, who said 

“our country was not communist” (expressing the idea of communism as a foreign imposition), 

available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K_G85P3Lf9M.   
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Among the initial heroes of the revolution was the youth presented as the engine 

of the Revolution: “what gives uniqueness to our Revolution is the fact that it was made 

by young people” (‘Știrea …’ 1990, January 4). TL praised the young people as the 

authors of the Romanian Revolution, describing them as tokens of morality while 

ignoring the fact that they were born and raised in the communist system: “the 

Revolution was made by the youth - the cleanest and uncorrupted part of the nation” 

(Perva 1990, March 4). However, Adevărul switched its focus from the young people to 

the workers as authors of the Revolution after the eruption of the first anti-FSN 

campaigns, due to the fact that many of the anti-communist and anti-FSN protesters were 

students: “the first people who dared to oppose the communist tyranny in Bucharest were 

the workers of the big factories … a moment which was immediately supported by the 

young people” (Novăceanu 1990, May 6); “it was said that the students made the 

Revolution (in Timișoara – A.H.) but this is not true – they also participated but many of 

them were blocked in the dormitories … the Revolution was done by the workers who 

also paid the biggest toll of dead and wounded” (Popescu 1990, December 15; see also 

Bunea 1990, December 28). This reclassification of the engine of the revolution would 

allow Adevărul to represent FSN as the movement backed by that group of society that 

fueled the revolution, thus allowing it to equate FSN with the revolution more easily.  

 

Anti-communism, lustration, and public remembrances 

RL was the only newspaper among the three analyzed publications which covered 

extensively the anti-communist protests in Timișoara in March 1990 and the following 

manifestations of support in other Romanian cities. People in Timișoara contested the 
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right of the members of the former communist nomenclature to take part in elections, but 

also protested against the tendencies of the political leaders and the central mass media to 

stress the role of people in Bucharest during the Revolution, while minimizing/ignoring 

the sacrifice of people in Timișoara: “we see that we have to explain to the whole nation 

why people in Timișoara started the Revolution, why they fought and risked their lives;” 

“the Revolution in Timișoara was from the very first hours not only anti-Ceaușescu, but 

clearly anti-communist;” “what happened in Timișoara was an authentic revolution and 

not a putsch” (see ‘Proclamația …’ 1990, March 20). The last quote refers to the 

symbolic conflict between Timișoara and Bucharest, suggesting that the Revolution was 

betrayed once members of the former communist regime proclaimed themselves national 

saviors during the revolutionary days in Bucharest. Therefore the question of authenticity 

with respect to the Revolution emerged in the public sphere. During the months following 

the fall of Ceaușescu’s regime different cities claimed their share of public recognition 

for local revolutionary movements.
69

   

The struggle for recognition referred to what the society should remember with 

respect to the Revolution. RL voiced the worries of people in Timișoara that their role 

was minimalized once the political actors in Bucharest and their subservient news media 

emphasized the last days of the Revolution: “everywhere the Revolution of December 22 

is mentioned, but we resisted for one week alone, terrified from December 16 through 

December 21” (Stoicescu and Verdeș 1990, January 25); “the idea that December 22 is 
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 For instance, Cugir – a small town in Transylvania, claimed it was a free place since the 

evening of December 21, 1989, after a revolt of the workers who attacked the Militia based on the 

rumors that political prisoners were detained in the local Militia’s building. In spite of the fact 

that there was nobody arrested, the workers first put the building on fire, lynched the local Militia 

commander and his adjunct, and then they put fire to the building of the central committee of the 

Communist Party in Cugir (see ‘Misterul …’ 1990, March 22).  
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the Revolution Day became a thinking reflex, unfairly confounding the day when the 

dictatorship collapsed with many precursory days of terror, crying and sacrifice of a 

whole city which was then destined to be wiped off from this earth” (Rădulescu 1990, 

January 28). A special paragraph from the Proclamation of Timișoara referred to the 

question of when the Revolution should be celebrated: 

we don’t agree with December 22 as the national day of Romania. In this way 

the person of the dictator would become eternal by celebrating every time a 

number of years since his fall … we ask that the day of December 16 would be 

proclaimed the national day of Romania. Thus, our children, grandchildren and 

great grandchildren will celebrate the courage of our people to fight against 

oppression (see ‘Proclamația …’ 1990, March 20). 

Thus, the possible establishment of a national day related to the Romanian Revolution 

raised questions about what view on the past would be reinforced:  equating the 

communist system with Ceaușescu or with something larger. However, due to the 

ambiguities related to the Romanian Revolution as well as following the interethnic 

conflicts in March 1990, the national day of Romania was established on December 1 to 

celebrate the unification of Great Romania in 1918. 

The protests in Timișoara were almost inexistent for Adevărul. TL mentioned 

them: “Timișoara reminded us that it was and it should be considered the matrix of the 

Revolution in December” (Perva 1990, March 13); but it claimed that the Revolution 

only succeeded because people in Bucharest had the courage to protest against 

Ceaușescu’s regime: “we should nevertheless understand that Timișoara would have 

become a huge Tiananmen and its sacrifice – just a useless memory, unless the 
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population in Bucharest did not flood the streets and unless the army did not side with the 

population” (Sorescu 1990, March 31); “Bucharest saved Timișoara and turned a revolt 

which could otherwise just become a tragic memory, into a victorious revolution” 

(Sorescu 1990, June 22). The role of people in Timișoara was thus minimalized by TL 

which claimed that the Revolution started there only because of geographical reasons: 

“there is a particular logic of big historical cataclysms: they usually burst out at the 

margins of the territorial entities” (Sorescu 1990, June 22). Adevărul  also insisted on the 

significance of the Revolution in Bucharest: “some people in Timișoara … forget that 

their spark would not have had so much life if Bucharest did not take it and made it burn 

like a flame which then spread in the whole country” (‘Pașaport …’ 1990, March 24). As 

the quotes above show, RL stressed the anti-communist character of the Revolution in 

Timișoara, while Adevărul and TL focused on the Revolution in Bucharest which toppled 

Ceaușescu.  

 

“Better ruffian than activist, better dead than communist”
70

 

On April 22, 1990, the PNȚCD organized an electoral march in Bucharest. The 

demonstrators were attacked by the FSN supporters and the police. As a result, the 

demonstration turned into an occupy movement of the University Square joined by 

people from different social strata from students and professors, former political prisoners 

and anti-communist dissidents, to members of the historical parties and pro-monarchy 
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 This quote is taken from the University Square’s anthem composed by Cristian Paturca, a 

Romanian composer who thus received international attention (see for instance the Associated 

Press text published in The New York Times: “Cristian Paturca, Romanian composer, dies at 46” 

on January 18, 2011, available at http://www.nytimes.com/2011/01/19/world/europe/ 

19paturca.html?_r=1&). 
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nostalgic. The crowd also attracted marginal categories such as pickpockets or black 

market traders against whom the police did not intervene. On April 26 the protesters 

enunciated a declaration based on point 8 from the Proclamation of Timișoara requesting 

that the communism should be treated in the same way as fascism and that all the 

members of the former nomenclature should be eliminated from leadership positions.
71

 

The declaration also identified Ion Iliescu as the main responsible for embezzling the 

anticommunist character of the Romanian Revolution. According to TL and RL, 112 

people declared hunger strike during one month of protests. Many of them were 

convinced to cease it when their life was at risk so that at the end of May 1990, there 

were only 13 people in hunger strike. Ion Iliescu called the protesters hooligans and 

legionaries
72

 and compared them with a herd of animals during a press conference held 

on April 27: “Somebody is funding, feeding, watering and entertaining them so that they 

can be used as an element against the public order and security … they are free to stay 

there and boil in their own juice” (Ion Iliescu in Cristoiu 2010, p. 25, see also ‘La 

inchiderea …’ 1990, May 6). In an interview for the French publication Le Figaro, 

summarized by RL, a FSN leader described the protest camp in the University Square as a 

simulacrum of a revolution and a profanation of a sacred place in which people died on 

December 1989 (see ‘Gelu …’ 1990, June 5). The FSN leaders thus invocked the 

Revolution to delegitimize the University Square movement: if the Revolution was 

perceived and publicly accepted as the end of communism then the protests in the 
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 The request to treat equally Nazism and Communism is a common claim of Eastern European 

states, still debatable at present (see for instance the 2009 debates in the European Parliament 

about totalitarianism).  

 
72

 The legionaries were the members of the fascist movement in Romania in the 1930s-1940s. 
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University Square would have lost their claimed legitimacy.  This approach was also 

echoed  by Adevărul and TL.   

A dialogue between protesters and the political leaders was not possible in spite 

of several declarative attempts to establish a meeting. Both parties were accusing each 

other of lacking will to find a reasonable solution to close the conflict. The main 

impediment was the point 8 of the Proclamation of Timișoara which represented the 

main reason for protests, while Ion Iliescu refused any type of compromise on this issue: 

“there is no discussion on this topic. Any debate on point 8 of the Proclamation of 

Timișoara is closed given that the electoral law was adopted by the CPUN” (Ion Iliescu 

in ‘La inchiderea …’ 1990, May 6).
73

 Another impediment was the disagreement 

regarding the presence of mass media during the dialogue. Ion Iliescu wanted a 

discussion behind the closed doors, while the protesters reclaimed the need for a public 

debate which could only take place through mass media.  

After the elections a part of the protesters (including students) announced that 

they quit the square but would nevertheless meet every Thursday to keep the spirit of 

their anticommunist movement alive. Others (including the people in hunger strike) 

remained camped in the University Square. On June 12, the Government decided that the 

protests should end and asked the police to take all the necessary measures to clean the 

square. Many protesters were arrested on June 13, 1990, at 4 a.m. after violent 

confrontations with the police. Later that day the students were attacked by workers in 

the buildings of the University of Bucharest and the School of Architecture. Marian 

Munteanu, the leader of the Student League of the University of Bucharest, was initially 
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 Although the interdiction of the former members of the communist nomenclature was included 

in the initial form of the electoral law, it was excluded from the final version.  
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arrested but released later the same day. He announced that students were on strike but 

they dissociated from any type of violence. During the evening of June 13, 1990 the 

Public Television, the Police of Bucharest and the Ministry of Internal Affairs were 

attacked by protesters who used Molotov cocktails, aggressed people and destroyed 

documents. The president of Romania claimed that the state institutions were in danger 

and called for public support. More than 10,000 club-yielding miners arrived in 

Bucharest on June 14. They beat everybody who seemed guilty for destroying the public 

order: from anti-FSN journalists and members of the political opposition, students and 

intellectuals, to members of the Roma minority.
74

 More than 150 people were 

hospitalized, four people died, and more than 1,000 people were detained by the police 

for several days, although fewer than 160 people were officially accused for violent 

actions on June 13, 1990.
75

 Marian Munteanu was beaten into a coma and arrested in the 

hospital. The offices of the PNL and the PNȚCD, as well as the newsrooms of RL and 

several publications of the historical parties were destroyed.
76

 RL was not published from 

June 14 through June 19, 1990.  This caused the immediate reaction of Adevărul and TL 
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 The attacks were mainly targeted to people who looked like students or intellectuals: people 

wearing glasses, men with beards and/or long hair, women wearing short skirts. The Roma 

ethnics were beaten due to the negative media framing of their community. The Roma minority 

has been the most discriminated category in Romania both during communism and after 

December 1989.  

 
75

 Many protesters and some news media contested the official number of the victims, claiming 

that there were more than 100 dead people. RL conducted a journalistic investigation years after 

the events and although it did not manage to disprove the official numbers put them under 

question given that many corpses were buried in the same day at the end of June 1990 in a 

cemetery near Bucharest. All the crosses on the graves carried the inscription “unknown person 

dead in June 1990.” The General Romanian Prosecutor refused to start an investigation to clarify 

the identity and cause of death of those people buried near Bucharest (see Surcel 2012, June 13).   

 
76

 The typographers cheered the attack against RL and announced that they would only publish 

the newspaper only with a note on the first page mentioning the typographers’ disagreement with 

the editorial content (see ‘Comunicat …’ 1990, June 15). 
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which blamed the attacks on media even if they did not accused the government and 

presidency for the final outcomes. 

“Mineriada” had a negative impact on the economic relations of Romania with 

other countries, Romania losing its promised support from the European Common 

Market (see Munteanu 1990, June 28). The foreign media and political actors from 

opposition blamed President Ion Iliescu and his government for the brutal suppression of 

the protests in the University Square. In a similar vein, once it restarted its activity, RL 

also focused on the aggressive intervention of the police against the protesters in the 

University Square and workers’ attacks against the students: “I did not hear about any 

other case when people in hunger strike were beaten with so much cruelty … I saw how 

the protesters were beaten … what was happening there was a war scene” (Roșca-

Stănescu 1990, June 14); “there are not even six months since the Revolution in 

December 1989 and the solution is again the police intervention … we were living then 

under a dictatorship but today we pretend to have a democracy” (Mărculescu 1990, June 

14). In return, President Ion Iliescu criticized foreign media, as evidenced in TL which 

reproduced the presidential address: “the accusations that the authorities reprised some 

peaceful anti-governmental demonstrations trying to suppress the opposition are not only 

irrational, but also false and unfounded” (Ion Iliescu in ‘Deie …’ 1990, June 21). 

Before the dramatic end of the University Square movement, both Adevărul and 

TL framed the protests negatively and mainly focused on the marginal groups (described 

as “fauna” – see Gerardi 1990, May 25). They reinforced and exaggerated Iliescu’s 

description of the people gathered in the center city in Bucharest: “incompetent and 

ignorant people, parvenus and demagogues, which overfilled the structures of the 
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communist system, are now struggling to survive together with it” (Sorescu 1990, June 

7); “thieves and not ruffians” (Bălan 1990, May 8); “women who are leaving their 

husbands and their kids just for the sake of adventure, adolescents who are leaving their 

families and the school (sometimes even together with their teachers)” (Melianu 1990, 

June 9). RL covered extensively the protests in the University Square, becoming the 

platform through which the voices of those present there could be heard. It labeled the 

University Square movement as “the new revolution” (see Gheorghiu 1990, May 3; 

Mărculescu 1990, May 3) and focused on the presence of public figures (artists, actors, 

musicians, communist dissidents, writers and professors) among protesters. In RL’s view, 

the University Square movement represented a purgatory process for the Romanian 

society due to its capacity to function as an agora where people engaged in dialogue – 

“the ruffians’ parliament” (see Munteanu 1990, May 4); “republic of democracy” (see 

Zub 1990, May 20) – beyond political enlistment: “freed from any electoral ambitions, 

they just want to educate the power by making it humane” (Creangă 1990, May 5); “the 

University Square is … the house of the unconditioned expression of human rights in 

Romania” (Iordache 1990, May 5); “we do not consider that we are an apolitical 

organization, but we are not engaged in supporting any political formation” (Marian 

Munteanu in Gheorghiu 1990, May 24). 

TL claimed that the protesters (“the professional revolutionaries” – see 

‘Televiziunea …’ 1990, May 5), manipulated by the leaders of the historical parties, 

refused to see that the process de-communization had already started and asked Iliescu to 

resign just to seize the power – “how could the political opponents win the elections if 

they recognize that the former communist structures are already dismantled” (Dimiu 
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1990, May 17). It also accused the protesters of intolerance and lack of patriotism: “why 

are they terrorizing us? Don’t they realize that they are getting more violent and 

repressive than the system from which we barely managed to escape?” (Dimiu 1990, May 

17). According to Adevărul, the fact that people could protest against the provisory power 

was the proof that there was no communism in Romania anymore (Popescu 1990, May 

10). Adevărul claimed that the University Square movement had no legitimacy: “even if 

their number would go to one million they have no right to claim they speak for the 

whole nation” (Novăceanu 1990, May 3). It also stated that the opposition parties 

controlled the protests in order to impede Ion Iliescu from taking part in the elections: 

“Mr. Ion Rațiu and Mr. Radu Câmpeanu did not have time to take part in the Revolution 

in December, but this is not a reason for them to organize their own revolution, scaring a 

whole nation and spreading fear and uncertainty” (Novăceanu 1990, May 3). Here it can 

be clearly seen how the December Revolution and the lacking participation of the 

opposition leaders is used by Adevărul to frame the current upheaval as an illegitimate 

power grab. Adevărul particularly criticized the fact that the entire proclamation of 

Timișoara had been transformed into a political weapon: “all the humanist significance of 

the Proclamation of Timișoara was reduced to article 8 and this one to ‘down with 

Iliescu!’” (Boiangiu 1990, May 3, see also Ciubuș 1990, May 12). In contrast to Adevărul 

and TL, RL claimed that the point 8 of the Proclamation of Timișoara benefited from 

more public support than the pro-FSN news media suggested, but argued that many 

people just consumed their frustrations in front of the television being afraid of 

repercussions if they went on the streets to protest. RL thus pointed again to a spiral of 

silence: “considering themselves nearby those on the streets, they ignore – with too much 
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complaisance toward their human weaknesses – that they should also be physically 

present in such a kind of protest” (Stoicescu 1990, May 6). The point 8 was supported by 

different organizations in Romania claiming public recognition for their anti-communist 

protests. For instance, the November 15 Association from Brașov organized 

demonstrations claiming that they started the anti-communist revolution in 1987 and that 

this should be continued until the former members of the communist nomenclature would 

leave the political arena (Petrașcu 1990, May 13).
77

 The intervention of different actors in 

civil society (such as the above mentioned organization) reveals the struggle for public 

recognition among different societal actors which further influences the boundaries of the 

Revolution and the anti-communist movement. For instance, November 15 Association 

holds a different temporal claim as to when the anti-communist revolution started and 

when it ended. 

TL argued that the anti-Iliescu protesters wanted a radical change toward 

capitalism which only meant inflation, unemployment, and social inequality and quoted 

people scared by such a change: “I am a brick layer and I cannot requalify to get another 

job. I have two kids. I will be starving if the capitalists come” (see Avramescu 1990, May 

31). Thereby, TL reinstated the main arguments against capitalism used during 

communism. On the one hand, Adevărul claimed that the protesters were just people 

frustrated because of their obedience during communism - “the guilt to silently bear all 

the humiliations of the dictatorship turned into an extremism of denial instead of a 

purgatory process through a constructive and discreet decency” (Melianu 1990, June 9). 
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 In November 1987 the workers from several factories in Brașov, a city in Transylvania, 

revolted against the social measures taken by the communist regime. Once more people joined 

them and attacked the main office of the local communist committee, their protest became 

political. The revolt was nevertheless repressed and hundreds of people were arrested. 
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This quote shows that different meanings were attached to ‘the purgatory process.’ In this 

case, it was suggested that people could purge from communism once they accepted the 

newly established political and social order. On the other hand, Adevărul mocked the 

anti-communist protesters in the University Square accusing themof being communists 

because they enforced a hippie commune in the center of Bucharest: “fighting against 

neocommunism in a country in which not even the classic communism managed to get 

strong roots … the frenetic protesters in the University Square end in one of the capital 

sins of … communism” (Andon 1990, May 16). This is therefore a claim to the national 

identity of the Romanians, who refused communism, and that disqualifies the protesters 

as not the main stream. 

After June 15, 1990, TL and Adevărul continued to denigrate the University 

Square movement: “people with mental illnesses, criminals freed due to the generosity of 

the new political power, people coming from families with social problems, people who 

have no culture and barely know how to sign, people who never worked, little thieves and 

pickpockets, robbers” (Sorescu 1990, June 15); “under the pretext of the fight against 

communism or neo-communism … a huge fascist movement was emerging in the social 

political life of Romania” (Sorescu 1990, June 15); “what happened on June 13 in the 

evening and in the following night was just an attempt of a coup d’état after a legionary 

model” (Olan 1990, June 15); “there was a deliberated organized and coordinated action 

following a scenario of destabilization” (Ion Iliescu in ‘Deie …’ 1990, June 21); “the 

television was attacked by groups of hooligans well organized and following well 

directed scenarios, with an extraordinary violence and impressive weaponry” (Perva 

1990, June 15, see also Novăceanu 1990, May 5; Hormonea 1990, May 10); “nothing 
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from what they invoked in the last 55 days cannot be believed anymore because today, 

June 13, the demonstrators revealed their lack of sincerity and their lack of faith” 

(Novăceanu 1990, June 14). TL and Adevărul were essentially using propaganda 

techniques, becoming nothing else but the instruments of power, as it was also revealed 

the newspapers’ stance regarding ‘mineriada,’ as it is shown in the next paragraphs. The 

image of the protesters as individuals whose only goal was to destabilize the social orders 

was thus similar to the framing of the terrorists in December 1989. 

TL accused the Romanian intellectuals (who were the adepts of neoliberalism and 

thus oppossed the path proposed by Ion Iliescu)
78

 of perpetuating a state of uncertainty 

and fear by joining the crowd in the University Square on “a pro-bono position against 

the provisory installed authority” (Diaconu 1990, June 23); “this mésalliance was initially 

surprising and paradoxical … didn’t they feel the latent violence which could explode 

anytime as it was contained in the furious yelling of the filthy street company?!?” 

(Diaconu 1990, June 23). Adevărul claimed that the anti-communist dissidents and the 

intellectuals adhered to the University Square protest for reasons of public visibility.  

In contrast to the image of the protesters, the coal miners benefitted from a 

positive image in the pro-FSN news media. Adevărul and TL cheered every arrival of the 

coal miners in Bucharest to “stop the evil” (‘Minerii …’ 1990, February 21) and to 

annihilate the (so-claimed) attempts of the historical parties to seize the power. 

According to TL, the mineriads were also justified due to the coal miners’ sufferings in 

1929 when many people died after the government led by PNȚCD sent the army to end 

the coal miners’ strike: “our parents and grandparents felt on their own skin the politics 

of these parties, politics to which we will not adhere because their sad memories are 
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 See Preoteasa (2002). 
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enough for us” (Stancu and Iatcu 1990, January 31). The miners’ intervention against the 

University Square protesters was presented by TL and Adevărul as legitimate, “to enforce 

once and forever the calm so highly needed” (Mihailovici 1990, June 15), answering the 

call of Ion Iliescu: “We call all the mature and conscious forces to come together around 

the Public Television and the Government to stop the forceful attempts of these extremist 

groups and to protect our democracy obtained with so much difficulty” (Ion Iliescu in 

‘Comunicate …’ 1990, June 14); “from the balcony of the Government building Ion 

Iliescu talks to the people and urges for calm. He asks the coal miners to move to the 

University Square and occupy it” (Bălan and Stoian 1990, June 15); “they … (were) 

decided to protect with their own bodies the gains of the Revolution and the stability 

which we need on our way toward democracy” (Perva 1990, June 16); “We want to thank 

all those who remained in the city until this late hour to protect our freedom” (Novăceanu 

1990, June 14); “no matter how many bad things would be told … about our workers and 

our coal miners, their presence was absolutely necessary to oppose the extremist force” 

(Novăceanu 1990, June 15); “these days the coal miners and the workers saved us from a 

situation in which the bad-will and the violence of the extremist forces were reaching 

paroxysm” (Bunea 1990, June 16); “the merit of the coal miners who intervened 

decisively to annihilate anarchy and the putsch’s tentative is uncontestable” (Gavrilescu 

1990, June 16). Coal miners’ interventions were supposedly justified also by all the 

illegal materials they found during their raid: dollars and printing money machines in the 

offices of the historical parties (see Bălan and Stoian 1990, June 15); “people caught had 

guns and ammunition, receipt-books, money, false money, exchange currency, knives, 

bags with empty bottles, false IDs. They also caught the gypsies who were trying to steal 
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different products from the stores” (Mihailovici 1990, June 15). In this way Adevărul and 

TL re-evoked the image of the terrorists.   

Once more, as cases of violence committed by the coal miners were reported, the 

Government, the President and the pro-FSN media blamed the police and the army for 

the lack or slowness of their reaction with respect to the University Square: “violence 

detonates violence” (Rusu 1990, June 15); “misinterpreting the tolerant attitude of the 

Government, the Romanian police showed weakness, lack of professionalism and 

decision … the Government was forced to call the population for support in order to 

avoid huge bloody conflicts” (see Szekeley 1990, June 15; Bălan and Inoan 1990, June 

16); “the vacuum of authority needed to be filled in and the coal miners answered 

promptly and honestly to the call which was addressed to them” (Perva 1990, June 16); 

“it was very good that they came, although their zeal is sometimes exaggerated” (Maran 

1990, June 16). Therefore, the first reaction of the two pro-FSN media was to exculpate 

the violence of the coal miners, by making both the anti-communist protesters and the 

police guilty for the chaos which reigned in Bucharest in June 1990.  RL was silenced for 

several days due to the attacks directed against it. The attacks against RL were 

nevertheless sanctioned by both TL and Adevărul: “we ask the Government and all 

entitled state institutions to guarantee that all the publications with a legal status in post-

revolutionary Romania can be published” (see ‘Apel …’ 1990, June 16). In the first issue 

published after the mineriad on June 19, 1990 RL stated:  

the first victims were the protesters in the University Square and the students … 

it then followed the attacks against the television, Ministry of Interior, and the 

firing of several police cars … it was said that groups which attacked the 
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television and the Ministry of Interior consisted of gypsies, illegal hucksters, 

and social parasites. But what can we say about the atrocities committed by 

mature people and honest people as the coal miners who terrorized the city by 

beating women, children, students, intellectuals, journalists, people with no 

other guilt than that of being accidently in their proximity or having a different 

opinion? (‘De la epoca …’ 1990, June 19).  

RL also blamed the newly elected leadership for instigation to violence: “we do not 

consider a democratic solution the encouragement and the mobilization of thousands of 

coal miners to establish order in the Romanian capital” (Roznoveanu 1990, June 19). It 

pointed to the serious threat to democracy once the coal miners and the typographers 

could decide that a newspaper should not be published anymore. According to RL, 

something like that was an exception in the history of the newspaper given that not even 

communism managed to suppress or suspend it (see Vlad 1990, June 19). After the 

president thanked the coal miners for their efforts to reestablish the social order in 

Bucharest, RL noted that they neither saved any institution from any attack nor protected 

any political actor: “they came to punish the students … the political parties and 

especially the opposition parties … the journalists and the newspapers that have a 

different opinion than the Government and the National Salvation Front” (Uncu 1990, 

June 28). Nevertheless, the attitude of RL changed after the ‘mineriada.’ For instance, 

when people gathered in the University Square after June 17 to demand the release of 

those arrested on June 13-15, RL started to report about abuses committed by the 

protesters against pedestrians (see Marcovici 1990, June 20) and even urged the 

protesters not to impede the traffic in the center city: “we make an appeal to the protesters 
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to avoid blocking the traffic” (Marcovici 1990, June 19). Therefore after the violent 

events the newspapers renounced to the extreme way of reporting as black vs. white and 

tried to cover the reality in a more objective way. 

The academic community reacted after the events of June 13 – 15: “the building 

of the University was devastated by groups of coal miners and other civilians armed with 

bats, crowbars and axes. Some students were beaten with a blind hate, some professors 

were insulted and harmed…” (see ‘Senatul …’ 1990, June 27); “nobody until today did 

try to stir Romanians against Romanians … the coal miners knew exactly the addresses 

and the places to go” (Roșca-Stănescu 1990, June 21). Therefore, the Romanian elites, as 

sourced in the news media, suggested that the government was behind it. In a public 

release, the Ministry of Culture insisted on the gravity of the events which increased the 

gap between the working class and the Romanian intellectuals: “a nation which does not 

respect and protect its intelligentsia, a nation which is ready to hastily condemn its 

writers, thinkers and artists risks to live without surviving … Communism considered the 

intelligentsia as the ‘hostile element’ for several decades. Let’s not fall back to this error” 

(see ‘Comunicat …’ 1990, June 16).  

The political actors in power denounced the violent protests on June 13, but 

excused the following brutal intervention of civilians against civilians, as shown by the 

public addresses published in both Adevărul and TL:
79

 “the events on June 13 seem like a 

real rebellion, like an organized anti-state action which tried to both internally and 

externally discredit the new leadership” (Ion Iliescu in ‘Domnul …’ 1990, June 21); “the 

Romanian Senate is strongly condemning the acts of violence and the manifestations of 
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 15 years later Ion Iliescu maintained his narrative by claiming that the “‘mineriade’ had their 

own reasons” as it is shown in chapter seven. 
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vandalism committed by extremist elements on June 13, 1990 … the Senate is regretting 

that in the process of reestablishing public order there were excesses on June 14 and 15” 

(see ‘Comunicat …’ 1990, June 19, emphasis mine). By not using the same token in 

framing violence (condemn vs. regret), the political actors maintained the social divide 

between students and workers. The social conflict brought a discursive change in the 

representation of the Revolution. While the students/young people were initially 

portrayed as the authors of the Revolution, after the mineriad TL claimed that workers’ 

contribution to the Revolution was unfairly ignored: “victory against the dictatorship is a 

collective work … the night of December 22 was that of young people, high-school and 

college students, but also workers … the facts force us to rehabilitate the most accursed 

co-authors of the Revolution … but who played a decisive role in toppling the 

dictatorship: the workers” (Sorescu 1990, June 22); on December 22, 1989 “we saw them 

– a huge wave, an overwhelming surge of blue rompers was flooding the street: they were 

the workers from Vulcan” (Năstase 1990, June 22). This shows how the past is re-

interpreted for political purposes. 

In contrast, RL published many testimonies of students beaten by the police and 

the coal miners and presented different contradictory events which pointed to the fact that 

the political leaders were aware of the attacks against the public institutions ahead of 

time. For instance, many archival files were removed from the main building of the 

Police many hours before the attacks; the coal miners had pictures with students and 

other protesters, and knew the exact addresses of the political parties, the anti-communist 

organizations, as well as home addresses of civilians involved in the protests; the 

National Railways organized special trains for the coal miners before Iliescu’s public 
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address for support; the firefighters did not intervene to stop the fire although the burning 

police cars were close by their location (see Vrânceanu 1990, June 27).
80

 In framing the 

University Square differently, the newspapers thus advanced two competing narratives. 

On the one hand, Adevărul and TL reinforced the official version: the students and the 

other protesters in Bucharest were manipulated by the historical parties which tried to 

seize the power through force while the coal miners behaved as responsible citizens 

worried about the threats against democracy. On the other hand, RL proposed a 

competing narrative accusing the FSN of manipulation of the population and using force 

to keep its power in a similar vein as the people of Ceaușescu tried to do at the end of 

December 1989.  

 

Understanding communism 

Communism in Romania was characterized by forced industrialization and 

overdevelopment of inefficient industries, hidden unemployment and poor living 

conditions especially after Ceaușescu decided that the independence of Romania could 

only be acquired through the full payment of all foreign debts. This decision was taken at 

the expense of people’s wealth which led them to starvation and malnutrition.  

News media described communism as a dysfunctional system based on lies. 

According to Adevărul, the people under the direct command of Ceaușescu were afraid to 

report bad news because of his hysterical crises. Therefore, they often presented a 
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 All of these issues were never fully clarified in spite of evidence. For instance, Radio Free 

Europe broadcasted a recording of a radio conversation between police officers which suggested 

that they burnt their own cars with the approval of the political leaders and that the workers were 

organized to come on the streets before any attack against public institutions took place. The 

victims of the ‘mineriade’ requested that the case would be reopened even 20 years after the 

events. Therefore, the 1990 intervention of the coal miners against the anti-Iliescu protesters 

became another traumatic past which the post-communist society was trying to cope with.  



 
 

110 
 

deformed reality. The decisions were thus taken on fake reports which increased the gap 

between Ceaușescu’s reality and the reality of the ordinary people, finally turning 

Romania into an absurd theater in which people played their role by uttering what they 

were expected to say. This duplicity was similar to the situation described by Wertsh 

(2002) in his analysis of the Soviet Russia. TL claimed that the communist apparatus 

enforced by Ceaușescu turned into a self-contained system so that not even the dictator 

could control it anymore: “it became so autonomous and it was already in a stage of self-

regeneration and self-proliferation” (Sorescu 1990, January 7). The system used fear as a 

weapon to control people. The awareness of unequal chances to fight with a stronger 

enemy (the communist state) led to obedience and duplicity: “we needed so much to 

justify our choice, to protect and keep untainted our ‘honorability’ so that it was 

impossible not to turn the lie into our faith” (Alexandru 1990, March 28).  

Duplicity became a way of living, leading to social schizophrenia described by RL 

as a trait of the Romanian society which  remained in place even after Ceaușescu was 

toppled: “we are a nation of sick survivors, physically but especially emotionally” 

(Alexandru 1990, March 27); “living and growing in the ugliest world possible, the 

children of socialist Romania were also under a monstrous ideological pressure which 

goal was to make them believe they live and grow in the most beautiful possible world” 

(Sorescu 1990, June 1). The heritage of communism thus consisted of social distrust 

(generated by the fear under communism that anybody could work for Securitate), 

intolerance (exacerbated individualism caused by economic insecurity once the former 

regime collapsed) and lack of solidarity (as a consequence of the other two 

characteristics) as described by TL: “the dark years of the ‘history of communism’ … left 



 
 

111 
 

behind a trace which is difficult to delete: fear, anxiety, insecurity, and uncertainty” 

(Gerardi 1990, May 15). The quotes above show thus the imprints of communism and 

what they mean for the Romanians after communism, but they also point to the big 

challenge for the (then) present society: how can Romania be cured from communism? 

Communism was also perceived as responsible for the systemic corruption which 

permeated all the strata of the Romanian society, as described by a sociologist quoted in 

Adevărul: “we inherited a serious problem – corruption. … It is not only a moral issue 

but a complex effect of the way in which the social relations are organized” (Pasti 1990, 

January 18). On the one hand, people developed personal networks through bribery and 

nepotism in order to improve their lives under communism (from having access to basic 

products which were unavailable for many people to get better positions in society). 

Many people joined the communist party for the same reasons, as suggested by TL: “the 

political enlistment for social climbing (as parvenus) or just for the convenient ration of 

survival” (Perva 1990, March 9). On the other hand, people suspected everybody for 

working with the secret police as Adevărul claimed: “we lived in a society which praised 

the act of denouncement as a virtue” (Popescu, 1990, January 23). Therefore the social 

trust was built through corruption, as Radu (2011) noted in her essay about networks in 

communist and post-communist Romania: “the failure of the institutional system to fulfill 

basic needs of Romanians had as effect the creation of parallel social networks among 

individuals to ensure survival … it became strictly necessary to have connections and to 

bribe people” (Radu, R., 2011, p. 749). However, by linking corruption only to 

communism, the news media ignored the possibility that this was also a characteristic of 
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the Romanian society preceding communism (see for instance, the observations of 

Gallagher (2003) about the inter-war Romanian society). 

While initially communism was identified with Ceaușescu, few months later the 

news media focused on communism as a system imposed from outside during the 

occupation of the Soviet Army. Communism was thus perceived as the Other – “an 

imported product” (Perva 1990, March 9; Atanasiu 1990, May 5) – which meant that the 

Romanians were just its victims: “the communist dictatorship almost annihilated us as 

nation” (Gheorghiu 1990, May 12); “the totalitarianism not only led us to economic, 

social and moral decay, but was also almost catastrophic to our national identity” (Paler 

1990, March 16); “a violation against the matrix of our national spirituality” (Vasiliu 

1990, March 3); “a serious deterioration of the human universe, a messing up with moral 

and value-based hierarchies, which trapped a huge number of people into the logics of lie, 

delation, and hypocrisy” (Perva 1990, March 4); “the communist party … did everything 

possible … to annihilate the pride of being a Romanian” (Vrânceanu 1990, June 8); “it 

was not too much until the dictatorship of Ceaușescu would have destroyed our identity 

forever” (Sorescu 1990, January 12). Communism was also described as “an utopia 

which caused millions of victims” (Deșliu 1990, June 1) and a threat to Christianity – 

“Lenin took the place of Jesus Christ” (Caranfil 1990, March 6). The anti-communist 

character of the University Square movement in Bucharest and of the protests in 

Timișoara was justified by RL through the so-claimed alien character of communism: 

“the Romanian identity was never mixing with communism or neo-communism” (Doina 

Cornea in Mărculescu 1990, May 3). Furthermore, communism was depicted as “a 

collective curse” (Mincu 1990, March 9); “a nightmare, a terrible accident of the natural 
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evolution, a negation of normality” (‘Evadarea …’ 1990, March 27) and as a pause in the 

historical continuity, “a time when the real history was suspended” (‘Cetatea …’ 1990, 

January 18). The sacrifice of people who opposed Ceaușescu’s regime in December 1989 

“linked back the thread of our bright Romanian history after years and years of dark 

oppression” (‘Adevărul despre …’ 1990, January 13). The framing of communism as a 

historical break was based on its understanding as the Other. However, a series of articles 

blaming the Jewish community for authorship of communism in Romania was followed 

by the prompt reaction of Chief Rabbi Moses Rosen: “we should all remember that the 

Soviet Army brought communism in Romania … the only Jewish person in the party’s 

political bureau was Ana Pauker … Nobody mentions that she was excluded and 

‘denounced’ by her colleagues” (Rosen 1990, March 10).  

The fall of communism also meant the revival of religion. The newspapers started 

to publish religious texts and quotes from the Bible on their first page, many priests were 

invited by media outlets to talk about the role of the Orthodox Church for national unity 

and identity, adding Orthodoxy as an attribute of Romanian national identity: “The 

Romanian Orthodox Church was, is and will be an altar of the national consciousness and 

of Romanians’ wish of being free and masters in their own house … the existence of our 

Orthodox church is the same with the existence of the Romanian people itself ” (‘Cuvant 

…’ 1990, January 27); “Christian Orthodoxy is a component of our national specific … 

the Orthodox morality has a very strong support in the authentic unaltered Romanian 

tradition” (Valeriu Anania in Văduva 1990, January 9); “from the creation of the 

Romanian nation, the Orthodox Church was the protector, the promoter and the sustainer 

of the nation” (Târgovișteanu 1990, March 4); “we are a nation which was born 
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Christian” (Gerardi 1990, March 9); Romania “was always a shield of the European 

Christianity” (Gavra 1990, May 9); “there is a God for every nation maintaining justice in 

society … the Romanian God wears the clothes of a Romanian peasant and carries the 

weapons of a Romanian soldier” (see ‘Din inima …’ 1990, December 2). Therefore, 

religion appeared as an authentic trait of the Romanian identity and meant good morals of 

the Romanian people, protecting it from moral decay inherent in communism. However, 

the revival of religion did not mean that its servants were absolved from guilt. RL and TL 

criticized the priests who collaborated with the former regime, including the Patriarch of 

the Orthodox Church: “tomorrow is a day of national mourning. Who will lead the 

religious service? We hope that not Teoctist! There are enough immaculate priests who 

suffered during all these years” (‘Să ne înălțăm …’ 1990, January 11, see also Olan 1990, 

January 9).
81

   

RL advocated against the tendency to take communism for Ceaușescu and 

suggested that the past needed to be assumed individually and collectively: “we all sinned 

through silence, obedience, and fear” (Paler 1990, January 7); “is the Communist Party 

innocent and the dictator the only one gullible? What kind of people are we if an 

arrhythmic madman managed to make us kneel? … We were kneeled … by a guilty 

complicity of all the party activists at all the levels” (Uncu 1990, January 9); “we are … 

at danger to get accustomed to the idea that a malefic family is the only one to blame for 

what happened in the last quarter of the century” (Paler 1990, March 16). Therefore, RL 

suggested that by accepting the discourse of the national victimhood and scapegoating 

                                                      
81

 The Patriarch sent a praising letter to Ceaușescu just before the Revolution started in 

Timișoara.  
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Ceaușescu, the Romanians would not come to terms with their past. According to RL, the 

past needed to be understood, accepted and assumed. 

The desire to get rid of an uncomfortable past manifested through the hurry to 

change the names of the streets, squares, and institutions, and to pull statues down to the 

ground. The pulling down of the statue of Lenin in Bucharest was not as spectacular as 

expected. It took three days to remove the bronze statue weighing ten tons. While 

Adevărul stated that an event which was supposed to have an important symbolic 

significance turned into a parody, RL metaphorically noted: “how difficult it can be to 

remove symbols that were implanted in our souls and consciousness with the tanks and 

the will of the strongest” (Caranfil 1990, March 6). The news media criticized the fact 

that some statues of Romanian intellectuals were pulled down just because they embraced 

left-wing political views: “Lucretiu Pătrășcanu was a great patriot, an anti-fascist fighter, 

an impressive intellectual … Pătrășcanu is the author of the statement: ‘I am first a 

Romanian and then a communist,’ words which brought him in front of the execution 

squadron” (‘Ucis …’ 1990, March 16). Adevărul justified the hurry in which people tried 

to erase the signs of communism as the incapacity of people to accept their past 

obedience: “the allergy against the past is also a reaction of our inner devastation: the 

protection against our recent history reflects our shame that we accepted silently so much 

humiliation” (‘Evadarea …’ 1990, March 27). Once people started to remove the signs of 

communism with no discernment, Adevărul adopted a similar attitude like RL by pointing 

to the collective behavior of trying to hide an inconvenient past.  
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Victimhood and reparative justice 

After the fall of Ceaușescu several categories of people claimed public attention 

and required compensatory rights for their status of victims under communism: from 

political prisoners to marginalized members of the former communist nomenclature, from 

people who went into exile to people who were under the permanent surveillance of 

Securitate, from ordinary people who lost all their properties and/or were struggling to 

survive in the communist regime to people who were wounded or lost members of their 

families in December 1989. Victimhood became a topic of discontent especially because 

often one category often felt more entitled than others to privileged positions or benefits 

given by restorative laws. The FSN focused rather on the victims of the Revolution than 

the victims of communism. It announced that the orphans of the Revolution and those 

who remained impaired during the revolutionary days would receive material 

retributions, but it also released a controversial decree regarding the former communist 

activists who lost their jobs: “the employees of the local and central institutions which 

were dismantled or reorganized will receive salary for three months … the FSN local 

councils will find jobs for these people” (FSN public release published in ‘Adevărul in 

…’ 1990, January 4). While former activists benefitted from such a protection, many 

ordinary people faced unemployment without having a similar legal support.
82

  

Former members of the communist nomenclature who were marginalized during 

the last period of Ceaușescu’s reign came to power and claimed the status of victims, 

which hindered the other victims of the communist regime (such as anti-communist 
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 For instance, the former communist activists had the legal right to hold their original jobs being 

replaced during their political mandate. Once the regime of Ceaușescu fell, they returned to their 

old jobs while those who replaced them during the communist regime became unemployed (this 

was a common situation in education, see ‘Adevărul in …’ 1990, January 4).   



 
 

117 
 

dissidents, political prisoners) from gaining popularity and political support. Adevărul 

especially started a campaign against anti-communist dissidents and political prisoners: 

“not all the dissidents who managed to remain alive have the necessary abilities to sit on 

high chairs. The dissidents did not make the people, but the people gave birth to the 

dissidents” (Novăceanu 1990, January 14). Such a discourse promoted by Adevărul was 

appealing to many people who were encouraged to believe that the Revolution was solely 

their merit, no matter if they participated in it directly or vicariously (through television). 

Therefore they would have been as entitled as the anti-communist dissidents (among 

which many were imprisoned and tortured for years during communism) to gain political 

power. It was the erasure of all differences of victimhood and heroic behavior that was 

part of a vision of communism which declared that all people of Romania had been 

victims of communism and that it was the large masses who overthrew it that expressed 

itself in this leveling of claims for victimhood and recompensation. 

Ion Iliescu portrayed himself as a victim of Ceaușescu’s regime: “I was 

marginalized, sent to Timișoara and Iasi, being all the time under the Securitate’s 

surveillance” (see ‘Discursul …’ 1990, January 26). Iliescu’s public discourse provoked 

immediate reactions from other political parties. The main points of discontent raised by 

members of PNȚCD or PNL related to the appropriation of the Revolution and the 

undifferentiated victimhood under communism, as a press release published in Adevărul 

stated: “their suffering is insignificant compared to the imprisonment for years and all the 

cruel persecutions which the members of our parties, as well as the whole people, had to 

endure … nobody can appropriate this wonderful victory which is of the whole people” 

(see ‘După anunțarea …’ 1990, January 26). However, Adevărul criticized the claims of 
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the former political prisoners (among which some managed to escape from Romania and 

returned after the Revolution): “they were in prison for 15, 10 or 5 years … But what 

about us? Where have we been? ... Wasn’t the whole country a prison? But we did not 

leave this country to live abroad” (Băieșu 1990, January 30); “should we, who did not 

live in exile, consider inferior and with no merit?” (Novăceanu 1990, March 17). 

According to Adevărul, the only real victims of the communism were those who 

remained in Romania: “they emigrated while we resisted here” (‘Și-au stăpînit …’ 1990, 

January 30). RL counteracted this discourse, reminding that many people left Romania 

because of the persecutions they had to endure: “are somehow those who remained silent, 

who applauded frenetically, and who stayed in line without any complaint … better 

Romanians than those who were persecuted?” (Gheorghiu, 1990, March 15). Therefore, 

RL suggested that obedience should not be mistaken for victimhood. 

Through a series of interviews with former political prisoners RL focused on a 

particular category of victims of communism and tried to show that there was a real 

dissidence in communist Romania (discussing cases such as the coalminers strike in 

1977, the workers strike in Brașov in 1987). Consequently, RL considered that those who 

suffered because they had the courage to oppose the communist regime were more 

entitled than others to reparatory measures. According to RL, a process of communism 

should have started first with revealing the identity of those who worked as informers for 

the secret police so that to restore social trust which furthermore could foster meaningful 

debates among different social actors: “it is an organic need to get rid of the obsession of 

the enemy costumed in innocent clothes and living near us” (Alexandru, 1990, March 

27). In order to show that the former members of the communist nomenclature were not 
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the victims, but the moral authors of the repressive communist system in Romania, RL 

published the biographies of those who remained in power, portraying actors such as 

ministers in the FSN government: “we will stop this series once they would willingly quit 

the leadership positions” (Băcanu 1990, January 12). Once the anti-communist dissidents 

left the FSN at the end of January 1990, RL praised their decision to dissociate from the 

FSN members who were part of the communist nomenclature (see Liiceanu 1990, June 6; 

Roman 1990, June 6). It even sided with those anti-Ceaușescu dissidents when they left 

the FSN, although it criticized them before for being part of the communist 

nomenclature: “some of them … have a compromised past … but when nobody had any 

faith anymore, they had faith” (Roman 1990, June 6).  

TL described communism as a mask that everybody was forced to wear – “to be 

member of the communist party was a mandatory formality for advancing in a career” 

(Sorescu 1990, January 5) – and tried to justify the presence of the former members of 

the communist nomenclature in the FSN as legitimate:  

almost all the dissidents in the last decade and a half were recruited from the 

group of party members … we should also question the political identity of the 

demonstrators in Timișoara, Bucharest and other big cities in the country … 

most of them were young or very young. However, it is notorious that the young 

generation was built during the dictatorial regime after the image and the model 

of the communist party. (Sorescu 1990, January 5).  

Thus, TL claimed that all the Romanians were communists and that nobody contested 

those people who made the Revolution just because they were communists. In a similar 

vein, the communist past of the new leaders should have not been the main reason to 
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question their legitimacy. Furthermore, TL suggested that not even the young people had 

the right to use the argument of anti-communism given that they were born and grew up 

under communism. Moreover, according to TL, victimhood did not exclude guilt: “none 

of the almost four million members of the communist party can consider themselves an 

angel because in order to join the party one had to express her/his wish in writing … had 

to read loudly … an oath to Ceaușescu’s regime” (Sorescu 1990, January 11). A 

consequence of this stance was that if all were both victims and authors of communism 

then no one had the right to criticize the members of the former communist nomenclature 

for getting power positions in the new society. In contrast to Adevărul and TL, RL 

militated for lustration: “We are for national reconciliation, and we don’t want personal 

revenge or vendetta, but those who actively militated for Ceaușescu’s regime have to 

leave the leadership positions” (Mărculescu 1990, January 10). 

 Adevărul and RL were situated on contrary positions even in identifying the most 

oppressed social strata under communism. Intellectuals represented such a category for 

RL: “trampled for 45 years and disqualified down to the status of tolerated ‘social 

stratum’” (Cosmin 1990, March 10); and peasants for Adevărul: “more than 40 years, the 

peasants suffered more than any other social category, starting from being ripped off 

from the last hand of land … to the obligation to work for almost nothing” (‘Să nu-i …’ 

1990, March 19). Adevărul’s discourse corresponded to the nostalgic understanding of 

the Romania nation as a rural society in which the peasantry embodied all the positive 

qualities (inner peace, native intelligence, hospitability, religious faith and morality) in 

contrast to the corrupting and corrupted cities. There was another group that claimed 

victimhood, which would change discourse, reinforcing the unity of victimhood of all 
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Romanian in an old nationalist reflex, predating the communist “occupation,” the group 

being the Hungarian minority in Romania. 

 

National unity vs. national disunity. Oppressors vs. oppressed 

Since January 1990, the Romanian news media started to report about Hungarian 

ethnics who were claiming that the Hungarian minority in Romania suffered from a 

double persecution before December 1989: the communist experience and cultural 

oppression. Therefore they were requesting public schools and universities solely in 

Hungarian. Their demands were harshly criticized by the Romanian national newspapers 

especially after local conflicts emerged in March 1990: “the arbitrary separation of 

children and the instigation to hate … as well as the unacceptable treatment of the 

Romanian teachers do not represent revolutionary actions, but rather unconstitutional 

acts” (Cornea 1990, January 28); “some schools in which Romanians, Hungarians and 

Germans studied together in their own languages in separate classes for years were closed 

overnight and voices were yelling: ‘the Romanians should leave from here now!’” (‘Sub 

aceeași …’ 1990, March 6). The news media also reported about chauvinist messages 

written on Romanian statues in Transylvania: “slogans which were heard only during 

Horthy’s time” (‘Vandalii …’ 1990, March 7).
83

  

On March 15 the Hungarian minority celebrated the 1848 Hungarian Revolution. 

Many Hungarians came to Romania especially for this event, and the Hungarian flag was 

displayed during the commemorative events. Meanwhile, Hungarian students and 

professors in Târgu Mureș declared a strike which led to counter-protests of Romanian 
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 Miklos Horthy led Hungary since 1920 to 1944 enforcing an authoritarian regime under the 

influence of Hitler. 
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students and professors in different cities. Few days later the Romanian media reported 

two incidents in Târgu Mureș which led to significant protests of the Romanians there. 

On the one hand, a pharmacist supposedly declared that her pharmacy “is not open for 

Romanians anymore” (‘Ce si-a permis …’ 1990, March 17) and on the other hand a car 

driven by a Hungarian man wounded several Romanian people taking part in a protest 

against the ethnic separatism in schools (‘Actiuni …’ 1990, March 18). On March 20, 

1990 the clashes between Romanians and Hungarians in Târgu Mureș could not be 

avoided anymore: one person died, more than one hundred people were injured, and the 

local offices of several political parties were destroyed (UDMR, PNȚCD, PNL). The fact 

that the foreign media referred to the Romanian man who died as a Hungarian stirred 

heated nationalist reactions from the Romanian news media. Similar to December 1989, 

the journalists were reticent in accepting the official numbers regarding the victims: 

“there were more victims than told or believed … some cadavers disappeared during the 

night … nobody can believe that there were only as few victims as it was officially 

stated” (Gavra 1990, March 24). 

Both the Romanian political leaders and the Romanian journalists adopted a 

nationalist attitude. A Government press release made the Hungarian minority guilty for 

the violence: “the events … overstepped the border of a solemn commemoration and 

became direct attacks to the national feelings of the Romanian people … the tensions 

increased and led to violent actions, based on instigations of nationalist–chauvinist and 

revisionist nature against Romania” (see ‘Mai bine …’ 1990, March 22). Therefore, the 

FSN leaders were using the same arguments when violent conflicts emerged in society: 

not the direct aggressors were guilty, but those who dared to question the pre-established 



 
 

123 
 

order and thus provoked chaos and anarchy. The Romanian Government also criticized 

its counterpart in Hungary for encouraging revisionist and separatist tendencies in 

Romania.
84

 In a public address the interim president Iliescu accused the Hungarian 

minority of unrealistic expectations: “democracy can only be for all of us so that we 

cannot accept the idea everything now for the minority groups and step by step, 

according to the possibilities, for the Romanians” (‘Ardealul …’ 1990, March 27). He 

also suggested that the conflicts were caused by external forces: “particular factors, even 

from outside, with clear goals to destabilize the political situation in the country” (Ion 

Iliescu in Perva and Sorescu 1990, May 10). This discourse followed similar schemes 

employed for the Romanian revolution. Iliescu’s claims were reinforced by Adevărul: 

“we do not know who is behind these very serious events, but it is absolutely clear that 

somebody is trying to destabilize our country” (‘Al cui …’ 1990, March 21); “only the 

naïve people could imagine that what happened in Târgu Mureș …. was not again an 

attack of some of the political formations and many outsiders” (Novăceanu 1990, March 

27). Adevărul thus suggested that the ethnic conflicts served well the interests of the 

historical parties as they showed that the FSN was not able to lead the country. 

All the analyzed newspapers criticized the demands of the Hungarian minority. 

Adevărul made appeal of the national mythology regarding the Romanian identity: “we 

are in awe to hear that … the Romanian language would be a mean of oppression … The 

Romanian people, the Romanian language and the Romanian culture never oppressed 

anybody” (‘Mijloc …’ 1990, March 21); “are the old times when the Romanians suffered 

a lot coming back?” (‘Harta …’ 1990, March 22); “I don’t know how Romanians would 
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 After the Hungarian authorities reacted against these accusations and the Romanian-Hungarian 

relations seemed to be affected, the Romanian Government changed its position and adopted a 

more moderate attitude. 
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have been more privileged than the Hungarians … all I know is that we all … lived the 

darkest terror ever” (Diaconescu 1990, May 16). Therefore, the newspaper denied the 

status of special victimhood to Hungarians, by claiming that there was no hierarchy in 

suffering. Interestingly, RL’s discourse followed the same line like Adevărul: “the 

Hungarians isolated themselves from the Romanians … desecrated Romanian statues … 

celebrated an event when 40,000 Romanians were massacred” (Artenie 1990, March 22); 

“was there a problem of the minorities in Romania under Ceaușescu? Obviously, it was. 

But there was also an equal and non-discriminatory oppression of everybody … the only 

difference was that Romanians had nobody else but God to complain about their 

sufferings” (Uncu 1990, March 22). RL thus suggested that the Hungarian ethnics were 

actually in a more prividleged position than the Romanians given that they could receive 

help from Hungary different than the Romanians who were alone under the communist 

regime of Ceaușescu. TL adopted the most nationalist tone accusing the Hungarian 

minority of xenophobia:
85

 “Romanians can be blamed because they were too patient and 

docile … from tolerant we became tolerate and even worse – not tolerate” (Ilinca 1990, 

March 25); “Romanians were never intolerant” (Bălan 1990, March 22); “the Hungarian 

population in Romania has to understand … that it can preserve its ethno-cultural status 

only living harmoniously together with the Romanian majority … without desecrating the 

statues of its martyrs …without claiming that the Romanian language is a mean of 

oppression” (Sorescu 1990, March 22).  

The anniversary of the 1848 Hungarian Revolution in Romania was labeled by TL 

as an attack against national identity, which “injures at the highest levels the dignity and 
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 Many of the articles published in TL on the Hungarian-Romanian issue were written by a 

member of the nationalist organization Vatra Romaneasca (the Romanian Hearth). 
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the sovereignty of the Romanian people” (Gavra 1990, March 17). The leader of the 

nationalist organization Vatra Romaneasca (the Romanian Hearth) complained about the 

celebration of the 1848 Hungarian Revolution in Romania: “the Romanians can never 

forget what the movement which started 142 years ago under the leadership of Lajos 

Kossuth represented for our nation. Ignoring our sacred rights, the Diet of Cluj … 

proclaimed the unification of Transylvania with Hungary” (‘Protest …’ 1990, March 15). 

On the one hand, TL presented the conflicts in Târgu Mureș as a betrayal of the 

Revolution, “endangering … the beginning of our democracy and after all the national 

being itself” (Sorescu 1990, March 22). On the other hand, TL praised the unity of 

Romanians in front of the perceived threats against their territorial integrity: “the students 

and the workers found themselves alone in front of a national tragedy, but they re-found 

each other. This is one of the biggest gains of these bloody days” (Sorescu 1990, March 

24). TL was the only publication among the three analyzed newspapers which continued 

to criticize the separatist tendencies of the Hungarian community even months after the 

conflicts in Târgu Mureș ended (see Gavra 1990, May 15; Gavra 1990, June 20; Ilinca 

1990, June 28). 

The more the Hungarian community claimed it suffered from double persecution 

under communism in Romania, the more the Romanian news media tried to prove it 

wrong. For instance, when Hungarian ethnics suggested that a minority needed special 

rights due to its vulnerability, RL replied that the Romanians were actually a minority in 

several counties in Romania with majority Hungarian population: “being a minority in a 

minority, their fragility is maximal. We are asking that they are granted these special 

rights not to become ‘privileged’ but just to become people who can tell their names 
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without any fear every time when they express their opinions” (Stoicescu 1990, March 

29).  The central figure of the Revolution in Timișoara, the Hungarian Bishop Laszlo 

Tokes, entered into disgrace of the news media after he met U.S. President George Bush 

and requested that Romania would not be granted the status “the most favored nation” 

until the requests of the Hungarian minority were not satisfied.
86

  

The conflicts in Târgu Mureș affected the debate regarding the oppression 

involved in communism. For instance, Adevărul claimed that assuming responsibility for 

the past meant to turn Romanians into oppressors and the Hungarian minority in the only 

victim of the communist regime (see Mesaroș 1990, May 4). Therefore, equality in 

victimhood was a way to maintain the so much desired national unity, while distinction 

between victims and perpetrators/oppressed and oppressors would lead to national 

disunity.     

 

Conclusions 

Analyzing the news media representations of the main events in Romania in the 

first year after the collapse of Ceaușescu’s regime, this chapter shows that the struggles 

for power among different societal actors are interlinked with the struggles for meaning 

regarding the past. The main symbolic fight was over authenticity in victimhood under 

communism and Revolution.  
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 Not only Laszlo Tokes became persona non-grata. For instance, in June 1990 the anti-

communist dissident Doina Cornea – an active supporter of the University Square movement, 

asked OSCE in a public meeting to stop the economic help for Romania as long as the new 

political leaders did not respect the human rights. Different than in the case of Laszlo Tokes when 

there was unanimity among the Romanian media, Doina Cornea still benefitted from RL’s support 

while being demonized by Adevărul and TL.   
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On the one hand, the dominant discourse regarding the recent past referred to 

communism as the Other, an understanding which served the political interests of the 

former members of the communist nomenclature very well. If communism was imposed 

from outside and was never truly assimilated by the Romanian nation then the threat of 

neo-communism was unjustified once the Romanian nation freed itself from 

totalitarianism. If only the Soviet Union and Ceaușescu were to blame for imposing and 

maintaining communism in Romanian, then the Romanians were just its victims. 

Everyone who stayed/resisted in Romania was a victim, while those who managed to 

escape and lived in another country for the last years of communism lost their share of 

victimhood. The only guilt of the Romanians was their obedience (maintained through 

fear), but once they toppled Ceaușescu they got redemption especially when the 

Revolution was understood as a collective act (no matter if real or vicarious). Accepting 

the idea of national victimhood meant to maintain national unity.  

On the other hand, the counter-narrative about communism as a Romanian 

product, although enforced during the Soviet Army occupation, implied that the 

Romanians had to come to terms with their past, distinguishing among different 

categories of victims and perpetrators. If the latter included the communist nomenclature, 

the remaining in power of its members meant that the (anti-communist) revolution was 

unfinished. Therefore the question of the nature of Revolution emerged: was it an anti-

Ceaușescu revolution or an anti-communist one? Another symbolic fight was on what a 

society should remember with respect to the Revolution. People in Timișoara felt 

excluded and considered they deserved a better recognition once the news media rather 

focused on the toppling of Ceaușescu and thus on the last days of the Revolution in 
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Bucharest than on the beginning of the Revolution in Timișoara. The table below (table 

4) illustrates the two ways of understanding communism and the implications they have 

in identifying victims and perpetrators, as well as the influence on national identity and 

the future path of the Romanian society. 

Table 4. Representations of communism 

 Understanding communism 

Nature The Other (regime imposed and 

maintained through force) 

Romanian product (imported from 

outside but assimilated and enforced by 

Romanians) 

Perpetrators  The Soviet Army, Nicolae 

Ceaușescu 

Particular categories of Romanians 

(communist nomenclature, secret 

police, subservient mass media and 

intellectuals) 

Victims Romanian nation Particular categories of Romanians 

(anti-communist dissidents, members of 

the historical parties, cultural and 

economic bourgeoisie) 

Relation to 

national identity 

Nation united by the experience of 

communism (national victimhood) 

Nation divided by the experience of 

communism (Romanian victims vs. 

Romanian perpetrators) 

Relation to the 

Romanian 

Revolution 

Dissolution of communism 

(successful revolution) 

Communism is resisting and readjusting 

to the new conditions (unfinished 

revolution) 

Corrective 

measures 

suggested  

Tabula rasa (equal engagement in 

the construction of the new society 

through work) 

Process of communism, lustration and 

reparative justice. 

 

Ceaușescu’s nationalist discourse claiming unity and unanimity in the name of the 

principle ‘who is not with us is against us’ remained in place in 1990 in spite of the 

political fragmentation, which was a characteristic of all the Eastern European countries 

freed from totalitarian regimes (see Jakubowicz 1997). This discourse would play a 

powerful role in diminishing the claim of a divided country due to the communist 

experience, once the Hungarian minority entered the stage and voiced its claim to 

victimhood. As shown, the three main Romanian newspapers immediately denounced 

these claims, instead favoring national unity. The main container of power in society, the 
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National Salvation Front, which appropriated the former communist structures (thus 

controlling the resources) and also benefitted from a positive image as offspring and 

(later) the author of the Romanian Revolution, used similar practices to dismiss its 

political opponents through conspiracy theories (threats of seizing the power through 

force).
87

 The national feeling was thus the main trigger for legitimation and support. 

Nationalism overrode the problems of the communist past as the representation of the 

interethnic conflicts revealed: the social divides closed in front of the perceived threat to 

the territorial integrity.  

The news media maintained the propagandistic style in spite of their choice for a 

pro- or against- FSN stance. Political power always depends on its image constructed in 

mass media so that it would try to control media agenda through more or less repressive 

measures. In 1990 in Romania this manifested through the control of resources (the 

circulation numbers were decided by the Government which controlled the allocation of 

resources), lack of transparency and restricted access to information (preferential access 

to the communist archives, closed doors meetings), political pressures (demonizing 

particular journalists and media outlets in political discourses). The emotional use of 

freedom, which moved the political struggles for power in the street, hindered the 

emergence of a political public sphere in which deliberation followed by action takes 

place. As Jakubowicz (1997) noted in case of Poland was also true for Romania: “what 

has emerged in Poland and elsewhere in the region is not the civil society that had been 

the dream of the dissidents but a political society where the continuous struggle for power 

politicizes everything and creates very little social space for the functioning of a free 
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 Its positive image was also based on the fact that it had annulled unpopular communist laws 

and passed a series of measure to improve the life of Romanians 
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public sphere” (p. 267). The lack of dialogue became evident also in the totally opposing 

views on the Romanian reality presented in the news media (Adevărul and TL, on the one 

hand, and RL, on the other hand), which furthermore increased the divides between 

different categories of people in Romania (e.g. students and intellectuals vs. workers/coal 

miners, people in Timișoara vs. people in Bucharest). Both the political and the news 

media discourse used mockery and reversed rhetoric to dismiss the arguments of their 

counterparts which thus brought possible public debates to a dead end.  For instance, 

people protesting against communism in the University Square (considering themselves 

anti-communists based on the lived experience of communism in Romania) were framed 

as communists (where communism was understood as an ideal), and the anti-communist 

dissidents turned from heroes into villains once they became opponents of the FSN.   

Every time when tensions erupted into violence, the journalists mimicked shock 

and surprise in spite of their inflated propagandistic style which demonized those 

categories perceived as enemies (FSN supporters vs. FSN protesters). This shows how 

freedom of expression and freedom of speech were understood in 1990. Freedom comes 

with responsibility and solidarity, but the Romanian journalists generally failed to assume 

responsibility for the consequences of their reporting.  This chapter also shows how two 

of the three former communist newspapers (Adevărul and RL) mostly stuck to their roles 

under communism, now serving Iliescu, and not Ceaușescu.  
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CHAPTER 5: THE ROMANIAN REVOLUTION: FROM HEROIC MOMENT TO 

TRAGEDY AND THEN TO FARCE 

 

This chapter explains how the public understanding of the 1989 Romanian 

Revolution has shaped the construction of the post-communist Romanian identity. The 

revolution as a schism between the communist regime and a newborn society acts like a 

prism through which Romanians understand their communist past, but also the 

developments the country has taken after it. Once discourses about the revolution are 

reinterpreted, the present and the past gain new attributes which are laid over older 

concerns, sometimes obliterating former remembrances. As it was already pointed out in 

chapter two, a new beginning as a historical shift is only understood within the re-

evaluation of the past with the help of knowledge acquired before that historical change 

(see Connerton, 1989). This chapter thus tries to show how the public understanding of 

the December 1989 events changed over time in relation with the understanding of 

communism. It explains how national journalists – acting as both observers of the 

Romanian realities and as members of the community they observed – dealt with both 

(developing) professional norms in trying to provide a coherent story and the ambiguities 

of a traumatic event understood as the birth of a new society, which needed time for 

closure. Zelizer (2011) stated that mediated memory erases the ambiguities characteristic 

to the remembrances of the group that directly experienced a particular past.  The local 

memories are rather characterized by contradictions and uncertainty and need time to 

reach a simplified form compared with broader memories, especially those mediated by 

news media. According to Zelizer (2011), the initial stage of local memory is 

characterized by “mnemonic hesitation,” in contrast to the memory delivered by (global) 

news media characterized by “mnemonic certainty.” While Zelizer (2011) referred to the 
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memory of national/local events as constructed by international media, this chapter 

argues that once journalists were both observers of and direct participants in events which 

have acted upon their own lives, they had to deal with tensions created by, on the one 

hand, the nature of their work (usually characterized by mnemonic certainty) and on the 

other hand by the ambiguities of the events they experienced as members of the same 

mnemonic community (characterized by mnemonic hesitation). In order to display and 

explain these tensions, this chapter analyzes the representations of the Romanian 

Revolution in different national newspapers during its development in December 1989 

and five anniversaries in 1990, 1994, 1999, 2004 and 2009 (see below the data 

distribution used for this chapter, table 5).
88

 

Table 5. Data distribution for the Revolution anniversaries 

 Adevărul 
Romania 

Libera 

Tineretul 

Liber 

Evenimentul 

Zilei 
Total 

1989 138 103 59 - 300 

1990 136 149 67 - 352 

1994 63 187 60 - 310 

1999 93 164 - 88 345 

2004 26 123 - 24 173 

2009 128 82 - 101 311 

Total 584 808 186 213 1,791 

 

Commemorations do not only represent an agreement on a particular history 

which reconfirms group loyalty (see Zerubavel, 1996; see also Misztal, 2003), but also 

crucial moments when societal conflicts are publicly displayed. Harrison (1995) 

identified four types of symbolic conflicts which become visible in the political struggles 

for symbolic capital used to gain power and legitimacy in society: valuation contests 

(struggles among different groups for status/superiority), proprietary contests (struggles 
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 The data were retrieved from newspapers published from December 1 through December 31 

for each anniversary, and December 22 through December 31 for the 1989 documents. 
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for authorship and monopoly of symbols), innovation contests (struggles to adopt/reject 

new symbols) and expansionary contests (struggles to replace symbols) (Harrison 1995, 

p. 256 - 265). This classification is useful for the purposes of this chapter given that the 

media anniversaries of the Romanian Revolution revealed struggles for symbolic capital 

(especially valuation and proprietary contests) among different societal actors in post-

communist Romania.    

This chapter also shows that the violent exit of Romania from communism (as 

represented in the public sphere) shares elements both of a tragedy (revolution) and a 

farce (confusion and mistaken identities). Marx (1852) pointed out that when confronted 

with a new extreme situation, people resort to old patterns, rituals and language in order 

to grapple with what they cannot grasp: “they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past 

to their service, borrowing from them names, battle slogans, and costumes in order to 

present this new scene in world history in time-honored disguise and borrowed language” 

(p. 5). He noted that on the one hand, the heroes and the slogans of the past are invoked 

during the (new) revolutions, with “the purpose of glorifying the new struggles (…) of 

finding once more the spirit of revolution” ( p. 6). On the other hand, they are invoked in 

complex situations characterized by confusion and mistaken identities, labeled “farce” by 

Marx in analogy to the theatre plays characterized by unpredictable turn of events and 

ambiguous moments, which are only mimicking a tragic situation. This chapter shows 

how the Romanian Revolution was framed by the news media initially as a heroic 

moment, then as tragedy and later as farce, and how these discursive changes affected the 

understanding of the Romanian identity. This reinterpretation of the Revolution could 

also explain the public desire for another beginning of the Romanian society, which 
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would take up the 1989 revolutionary moments and finish the (unfinished) Revolution 

that would finally lead Romania on a democratic path similar to the development of the 

Western democracies.  

Marx (1852) claimed that the 1848 Revolution in France meant the replacement 

of a bourgeois monarchy with a bourgeois republic, even if it made appeals to the nation 

as a whole: “whereas a limited section of the bourgeoisie ruled in the name of the king, 

the whole of the bourgeoisie will now rule in the name of the people” (p. 19). Once 

established, the representatives of the ordinary people (the proletariat) were quickly 

removed from the governing body (the Constituent National Assembly). This chapter 

shows that in a similar way the kleptocratic communist dictatorship in Romania turned 

into a kleptocratic democracy after December 1989. The people disenfranchised by this 

derailment of the revolution have been hoping to complete it as shown by the (re)display 

of the revolutionary symbols during the first two post-communist decades.
89

 The 

remaining part of the chapter is organized chronologically in order to trace down and 

discuss the changes in the representations of the Romanian Revolution starting with 

December 1989.  

 

December 1989: Living the Revolution 

As it was explained in the previous chapter the newly acquired freedom by the 

news media did not imply a radical change in the journalistic practices so that in spite of 

their official separation with the communist past, they maintained their propagandistic 
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 The revolutionary symbols include the Romanian flag with its communist coat of arms cut out 

and the anti-communist slogans. They were especially displayed during the political campaigns 

for presidential elections given that voting became the new (democratic) tool to replace a political 

regime in Romania after December 1989, as it is shown in the third part of the dissertation. 
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style by promoting those in power, without questioning their political interests. This 

(re)adjustment of the old structures to the new conditions found its parallel in the FSN, 

which declared that it was only an administrative structure, a temporary placeholder with 

no political character, thereby seeking to evade political criticism of the old structures. Of 

the three big newspapers only RL refused to publish the support letters addressed to the 

FSN and its leader Ion Iliescu, denouncing such a (communist) practice (see Simion, 

1989, December 28). RL soon adopted an anti-communist and critical stance toward the 

FSN and accused it of incorporating the former institutions responsible for communist 

propaganda (Florescu, 1989, December 31). The position assumed by newspapers with 

respect to the past and the present political configurations influenced the way in which 

they covered the 1989 Revolution and its anniversaries, thus shaping collective memory.  

The Romanian Revolution consisted of three main moments – (1) the anti-

Ceaușescu/anti-communist protests and their repression in Timișoara (December 16 – 

22), (2) the protests and their repression in Bucharest and other cities before Ceaușescu 

fled (December 21- 22), and (3) the chaos that followed Ceaușescu’s fleeing (December 

22 – 25). Mass media became “free” only after Ceaușescu fled and therefore in 1989 they 

only covered the tragedy and the confusion from December 22, 1989 onwards (the third 

stage of the Romanian Revolution). However, the role of Timișoara and other cities was 

also mentioned in this context. Many of the journalists working for national media 

participated in and/or witnessed the events in Bucharest, but had no direct memories of 

the protests in Timișoara. Therefore, what happened after (rather than before) December 

22, 1989 received attention in the national newspapers in the following years, which also 
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led to heated debates about the authors of the Revolution and who had the right to claim 

its victory.  

The framing of the Romanian Revolution centered on the same topics in all three 

analyzed newspapers: demonizing the Ceaușescu couple, communism as the Other, and 

national victimhood. Journalists made the two dictators responsible for all the hardships 

Romanians had to endure until December 1989. Ceaușescu was dehumanized by being 

called “the beast,” “the tyrant,” “the avarice,” “the mercantile viper,” “the ugly 

scoundrel,” “the killer,” “a creature whose name even the paper cannot bear.”
90

 All 

newspapers focused on the contrast between the (claimed) wealth of Ceaușescu’s family 

and the poverty that most of the Romanians had to struggle with. Revealing the opulent 

life of the dictators not only satisfied the voyeuristic curiosity of the readers, but also 

served very well the political interests of the new leaders who tried to get legitimacy for 

sentencing Nicolae and Elena Ceaușescu to death. Their execution, decided by a hastily 

organized military court, was presented as an act of justice expected by all citizens.
91

 

Communism under Ceaușescu was described as “a lethargic sleep,” “a monstrous 

aggression to the national being” (Pătrașcu, 1989, December 28), “national humiliation,” 

“the darkest time,” “a sentence to psychological death for a whole nation” (Zamfirescu, 

1989, December 30). Once Ceaușescu was the scapegoat, the Romanian people remained 

without guilt, just being presented as a victim. 
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 Journalists did not use capital letter when writing his name as an attempt to strip him of 

anything that could make him human. Some years later this rule was perceived as a non-sense so 

that the journalists returned to the proper way of writing his name. 
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 Ceaușescu was described as arrogant, cynic and shameless during his trial, a portrayal which 

completely shifted two decades later as it will be shown in this paper. 
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Journalists referred to the Revolution in religious terms (a miracle; a sign of God), 

but also as a return to history and to Europe: “Romania stopped being a name on the wall 

of shame, and it changed its geographical position in only one day so that it returned 

again to the civilized world” (Perva, 1989, December 30). This quote reveals the strong 

desire for Romania to be accepted as a European country by its Western counterparts in 

terms of culture and civilization. The participants in the Revolution (and the authors of 

the Revolution) were portrayed as young people not afraid to die for the common good: 

“they gave their blood for our freedom,” representing “the purest form of morality,” “the 

fiber of the moral body of the Romanian nation,” and “the display of the moral identity.” 

The army and the police were exempted from any guilt once Ceaușescu and “the 

terrorists” were the villains.
92

 Soon after Ceaușescu fled, both the new political actors and 

the journalists started to talk about “the terrorists.” They were ambiguously described by 

Ion Iliescu during a public address on the Romanian television published in RL: 

“fanatical individuals who are acting with unprecedented cruelty; (…) they are not in 

uniforms, they are civilians (…) they are wearing armbands to be confused with 

revolutionaries” (Ion Iliescu in ‘Informare …’ 1989, December 24). Therefore, anybody 

could have been a terrorist. The newspapers excluded and even denied the possibility that 

the soldiers or even the armed revolutionaries could have shot at each other. Instead they 

advanced the version of foreign mercenaries or people under drugs (eventually orphans) 

killing innocent people: “irresponsible elements, still loyal to the tyrant,” “commando 

groups of the former regime” (Adevărul); “fanatics,” “elements trained to shoot at 

people,” “suicidal gangs,” “orphans raised and trained by Ceaușescu,” “snipers trained to 
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 The number of victims and wounded people increased dramatically after the FSN seized power. 

Thus the total death toll of the Romanian Revolution was established in 2005 to 1,104 from 

which only 126 people died until December 22 and the rest after Ceaușescu lost the power. 
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only shoot at the head” (RL); “people brought from abroad to fight against our people,” 

“people under drugs,” with “sophisticated weapons, such as bags that could turn into 

machine guns,” “running without shoes so that nobody can hear them” (TL). While some 

of the characteristics ascribed to the “terrorists” might appear hilarious now, everything 

seemed possible in December 1989 because of the mind-set of an isolated nation, 

frightened, and fueled by a whole system of rumors about the extraordinary powers of 

Ceaușescu’s defending services (in terms of surveillance, control and repression). The 

wide-spread narrative about terrorists led to many situations when people died fighting 

against each other with the belief that they were actually fighting against the terrorists.
93

 

The public belief that the terrorists were real, and not only an imaginary enemy, persisted 

for years in Romania. In contrast to the terrorists, the FSN leaders were presented in a 

positive light, especially by Adevărul and TL as heroes with “political maturity,” and 

extraordinary abilities such as “their capacity to discern the most perfidious plots of the 

enemy” (Andon, 1989, December 27). The submissive attitude of the journalists towards 

political actors and their discourse can be understood given the lack of a democratic 

experience for decades: the journalists of December 1989, born and raised under 

communism, were trained to be the voice of the government and not the watchdogs.  

The new political leaders assigned to the Romanian Revolution ideals such as 

unity, solidarity and national reconciliation (ideals of national identity). The latter was 

often invoked by Ion Iliescu and other prominent FSN members, especially to urge 

against personal revenge and vendetta. Presumably, the precondition to attain national 
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 One extreme case was the killing of several draftees of the Special Unit for Anti-terrorist Fight 

(USLA) whose bodies remained on the streets and were desecrated for days because they were 

mistakenly taken for terrorists. While all the newspapers covered the story of the dead “terrorists” 

wearing military uniforms, only TL published a short note later to acknowledge the error of 

referring to the dead troopers as terrorists. 
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reconciliation was individual moral purging (as nobody was without sins during the 

communist regime), but not through public punishment. Redemption was meant to be 

obtained through work, as Adevărul claimed: “many of those who lied in the past are now 

working, doing their duty as real sons of the revolution” (Sălăgean, 1989, December 29). 

This quote in which the author used the communist discourse of the Cultural Revolution, 

which at the same time alludes to the purifying aspects of work already celebrated in 

medieval monkhood, indicated how the former leaders could maintain their key positions.  

The purging from old sins was to be achieved through individual dedicated work for the 

new society, established by the revolution. No public trials or punishments were 

necessary. 

Another topos from the national mythology used in the FSN’s discourse was 

national victimhood, which worked together with the myth of national reconciliation: if 

everybody was a victim of the former regime, dissent and revenge were not justified. 

National victimhood was a topos in the Romanian mythology, as Romanians as a nation 

were presented since the 19
th

 century as an oppressed collective, subject to foreign 

rulership. The new political leaders were thus filling the ideological void in the 

revolutionary days by readjusting the old national mythology to the new situation, 

claiming that communism had a strong element of foreign rule, and that all Romanians 

were its victims. The nationalist discourse based on national myths rather than the 

retributive justice led to an unclear representation and understanding of the past and thus 

also of the new political and social order, defined by Ion Iliescu as “an original 

democracy.”
94

 As past crimes were not attributed to their individual perpetrators, but 
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 This label was reinforced by Silviu Brucan, another prominent member of the FSN, who 

claimed in 1989 that Romanians should renounce any ideological concepts: “the FSN needs no 
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instead assigned to communism as a system or Ceaușescu as an almighty villain, no 

clarity as to what exactly had occurred and who was to be held responsible for it could be 

achieved. As a consequence, the lingering criticism of the new old elite that had come to 

power could not find a unifying force in the public sphere. These developments were 

clearly in the interest of the FSN, which needed the collective status of victims in order 

for its leading members to remain appealing political figures capable of winning the 

approaching elections. 

 

December 1990: “The last solution is another revolution” 

The high public expectations brought by the Revolution were soon followed by 

disappointment. 1990 was a year marked by social conflicts, protests and strikes (as 

already discussed in the previous chapter). All the newspapers depicted Romania as a 

divided society, struggling with inflation, unemployment and poverty. Under these 

circumstances, the FSN leaders were afraid that the first anniversary of the Revolution 

would trigger a mass revolt (another revolution), as mentioned by the two newspapers 

favoring FSN, Adevărul and TL at the beginning of the month. The student protests in 

Timișoara and Bucharest during the first days of December 1990 were mainly covered by 

RL, while the other two newspapers only referred to them as part of a bigger schema to 

overthrow the government: “somebody with specific interests laughs about us, making us 

                                                                                                                                                              

party and no new ‘–ism’ (…) so that the FSN enters the electoral fight without any political and 

ideological ballast (…) thus we can create a new theoretical vision about world and society” 

(Brucan, 1989, December 31). Silviu Brucan was a communist politician, sentenced to house 

arrest for his dissidence against Ceaușescu. He was one of the FSN’s leaders who insisted that 

Nicolae Ceaușescu had to die (as revealed twenty years later) and thus seemed to be one of the 

minds behind the Revolution. In early 1990 he claimed that Romania needs at least 20 years to 

become a democratic country, a statement which brought him a lot of criticism. After mid 1990s 

he had a weekly TV show where he was discussing national politics and international affairs.  
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to hate each other, especially in Timişoara more than in any other place” (Bunea, 1990, 

December 28). Conspiracy as a theme was also used by FSN. The FSN leaders used it as 

a discursive strategy to legitimize power and to diminish the negative attitude against the 

governing institutions. While maintaining the state of tension by repeatedly talking about 

a tentative putsch, the FSN leaders were calling for peace, unity and national 

reconciliation (the ideals assigned to the Revolution). This discourse was criticized by 

RL: “When will we manage to leave this too long schizophrenia?” (Paler, 1990, 

December 5). RL thus suggested that the FSN used the same methods of evoking foreign 

powers and conspiracies and at the same time conjuring national unity as Ceaușescu to 

keep control over people.   

Since 1990 Romanians have celebrated December 1
st
 as the national day to mark 

the unification of the Romanian provinces (the establishment of Great Romania) in 1918 

(with a strong emphasis on unity).
 95

 Adevărul and TL claimed that December 1 regained 

its historical significance due to people’s sacrifice in December 1989: “the Romanian 

anti-communist revolution gave us back December 1st as the national day;” “the day of 

December 1st was given back to history” (Adevărul), “a truth restored by the Revolution: 

December 1st – the National Day of all Romanians” (TL).
96

  The discourse regarding the 

national day revealed a change in understanding the Romanian Revolution: while the 

revolution was described as anti-Ceaușescu in 1989, one year later was framed as anti-

                                                      
95

The Romanian National Day was celebrated on different days under different regimes. Since 

1867 through 1947, the National Day was May 10 (related to the day in which Romania became a 

kingdom). Communist Romania (1947 - 1989) replaced this date with August 23 to celebrate the 

end of the pro-fascist government in 1944 and the date when Romania joined the Allies.  
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 RL emphasized the role of the historical parties during the unification process in 1918 instead 

of focusing on the role of the Revolution in restoring the day of December 1
st
 in Romanian 

history. 
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communist.
97

 Both Adevărul and TL criticized the incapacity of people to respect national 

anniversaries because of the communist experience: “festivities merged so much with 

misery and flattening of consciousness in our near past so that we are now refusing any 

other public ritual than a funeral” (Andon, 1990, December 1).  

The strikes and the (anti-presidential and anti-governmental) protests which 

started in Timișoara in the first days of December 1990 continued during the first 

anniversary of the Revolution. Besides requests that were economic in nature, the 

protesters asked that the FSN leaders should be forbidden from attending the 

commemorations. RL supported these protests, claiming that Ion Iliescu was responsible 

for the bloodshed after December 22, 1989, and that he remained the last obstacle to 

democracy: “the coming to power of comrade Iliescu in the name of this revolution made 

me say from the very first day: communism is dead, long life to communism!” 

(Mălăncioiu, 1990, December 22). The request of the 1989 “revolutionaries” in 

Timișoara to have a vernacular rather than an official way of remembering the fall of 

communism represented a sign of the citizens’ resistance against the political 

appropriation of the Revolution.
98

 These controversies also revealed the struggle over the 

authorship of the Revolution with respect to both the representation of the dead – who 
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 The media anniversary of the national day also displayed a reinterpretation of the past. The 

journalists referred to a past which did not exist: December 1
st
 was never before the National Day 

of Romania. Even the idea that the Unification Day was ignored during communism – as some 

stories claimed – was only partially true. While this was true under the Stalinist government 

installed in Romania after the World War II which only referred to the Unification Day to 

condemn Romanian ‘imperialism,’ the situation changed in the 1980s. Nationalism was the main 

source of legitimacy for Ceaușescu’s regime, and thus December 1st received significant 

attention in former communist newspapers, even if it was not a national holiday (see for instance 

Scinteia, 1989, December 1).  
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 For a theoretical discussion of official vs. vernacular expression of memory see Bodnar (1992). 
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can talk for victims – and the meaning of the Revolution: mourning (of the dead) vs. 

celebration (of freedom).  

While people marched on the streets of Timișoara to reenact the events which 

started the Revolution in Romania, the Parliament held a special meeting to mark the role 

that Timișoara played in the fall of communism in Romania. Some FSN members 

criticized the protests in Timișoara, an attitude sanctioned by RL: “Timișoara was heroic 

when its people gave their blood for all of us, but it became infamous when its people 

went on the streets to oppose this regime” (Paler, 1990, December 28). Since the 

beginning of the month, RL suggested that a radical change of the political regime would 

not be thus surprising: “reality is not allowing any space for hope so that the only dream 

left is that of a new revolution” (Palma, 1990, December 7). Adevărul acted as the voice 

of the FSN and claimed that the Revolution was done by workers while the intellectuals 

were hiding and students were on holiday. It thus tried to discredit two social categories 

which were the most virulent opponents of Ion Iliescu.
99

 It thus undermined unity while 

requesting it. 

In a series dedicated to people who died in Bucharest in December 1989, TL 

described the heroes as anticommunist dissidents, proud to be Romanians, and not afraid 

to oppose the communist regime and to die for a better future. The people portrayed were 

all men, and TL claimed they were killed by the ‘terrorists.’ Adevărul published 
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 Another topic of dissent between RL and the other two analyzed publications was the decision 

of the authorities to expel the (exiled) king of Romania after less than 11 hours since his arrival. 

Mihai I, the last king was Romania was forced by the communists to abdicate and to leave the 

country in 1947. In 1990, he arrived on the Christmas day with the declared goal to visit the 

graves of his ancestors. He also tried to enter Romania on April 1990 but was forbidden to do so 

by the leading party (FSN). Adevărul had a clear stance against the king: “this family always 

treated this nation with disdain; they neither understood nor respected this nation ever” (Sergiu 

and Paduraru, 1990, December 27). 
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interviews with participants of the Revolution in Timișoara, and stories of both survivors 

and victims in Bucharest (stories told by their families).
100

 The heroes presented by 

Adevărul were also young people who were not afraid to die (“if nobody wants to be in 

the front line, how can we win?!?”) and who accepted their destiny for the collective 

good (freedom). However, the stories of the survivors contradicted the version of the 

heroic fight against the “terrorists:” “I told to my parents that I was not going back there 

because I didn’t want to die as a stupid person” (Cuibuș, 1990, December 15). Bucharest 

received much more attention/space than Timișoara in all the scrutinized newspapers. On 

the one hand, the political orientation of the newspapers influenced the editorial decision: 

the role of the Timișoara was minimalized by the FSN leaders and so did Adevărul and 

TL, too. On the other hand, the fact that news media was still under Ceaușescu’s control 

when people started to protest against his regime in December 1989, meant that the 

journalists from the central mass media had not too much information about what had 

happened in Timișoara and no direct memories of the first stage of the Revolution.
101

 The 

framing as heroes of the people who died after Ceaușescu fled while ignoring the stories 

of those who died before the newspapers reinforced the narrative about terrorists 

advanced by the FSN leaders.
102
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 The stories about the victims included both direct participants to the Revolution and collateral 

victims (e.g. children mistakenly hit by bullets while being at home). 
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 In 1990s the journalists also had an ambiguous relation with the events they covered: in the 

same texts they were switching between the role of observers of the Romanian realities to 

subjects of those realities (when they were referring to Romanians they were using initially the 

distant perspective of ‘they/them’ and then preferred the subjective ‘we/us’) 
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 In order to be heroes those who died after December 22, 1989, had to fight a real enemy (e.g. 

‘the terrorists’). 
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Nevertheless, the incapacity of the authorities to answer many questions began to 

overshadow the perceived revolutionary character of the rupture with the former regime: 

“we don’t know anymore how to name our lived experience. We neutrally say ‘the events 

in December’ … ‘putsch’ … ‘the fall of Ceaușescu’ … ‘insurrection’ … ‘revolt’ … and 

only conventionally or ironically ‘revolution’” (Verdeș, 1990, December 18).
103

 In 1990 

the Revolution was described in apocalyptic terms by the news media and the political 

actors: ‘volcano’ (TL), ‘thunder’ and ‘pain of creation’ (Adevărul), ‘destroying wave’ 

(Ion Iliescu). It thus received the image of a natural phenomenon which cannot be 

controlled. The Revolution also came to be understood as the crucial event which allowed 

for the restoration of the self-awareness of Romania as a nation and revealed its inner 

truth (a nation said to be characterized by unity, solidarity and generosity): “we thought 

we were good, heroic and gentle. We were shaking hands, hugging each other, and 

friendly patting the shoulders” (Rusu, 1990, December 22). This moment of truth 

revealed during the Revolution was later destroyed within the struggle for power among 

different societal actors: “cohesion and unity expressed during the revolution was 

undermined by political ambitions” (“Împliniri ...” 1990, December 27). The Revolution 

thus became the moment when the imagined community overlapped with the real 

community, but it started to be perceived as unfinished because of the persistence of the 

old habits (e.g. hypocrisy, lies, and duplicity). This only seemed to increase the 

journalists’ calls for morality. For instance, TL and RL claimed that Romania was facing 
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 The doubts permeated the public sphere given that no terrorist was caught or identified, and 

the context of many tragic situations in which people died remained unclear (e.g. the massacre of 

40 soldiers as the International Airport in Bucharest).  
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a moral crisis which could be solved only when the authorities would reveal the truth 

about December 1989.
104

 This thus shows the need for mnemonic certainty. 

The quest for morality should also be understood in the context of the religious 

revival in the Romanian society.
105

 After the fall of communism, the national mythology 

about Romanian-ness got a new dimension, the Orthodox-Christian religion, as stated in 

TL: “we were born Christians. It was a trait of our being. (…) Our parents were born 

Christians, as well as our grandparents and all our ancestors” (Costandache, 1990, 

December 22).
106

 The perceived need for morality in society was also connected to the 

understanding of institutions and laws as made of and by the people, meaning that only 

the moral/ethical people could contribute to the establishment of a democratic 

administrative and political system, as claimed by Adevărul: “we need a new revolution 

… in our souls and consciousness, which should start with a confession. All of us … 

should confess” (Ciobănescu, 1990, December 21). The idea of moral purification as an 

individual process to overcome communism, based on a vocabulary and imagery 

borrowed from Christianity, also served the purpose of the president and the party in 

power. If purgation was supposed to be an individual responsibility, there was no need 

for a specific legislation such as lustration or de-communization. The lack of a 

Constitution also allowed for a legal vacuum in which the focus turned on morality as the 

democratic path for society instead of the rule of law. In this way, the so-called moral 

crisis can well be interpreted as a cover for a crisis of legitimation and authority.  
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 The questions referred to the number of the victims and the identity of the terrorists. 
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 In the early 1990s the journalists adopted a religious language, and many newspapers invited 

priests to write religious texts. 
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 See Boia (1998, 2011) about the Orthodox religion as part of the Romanian national identity. 
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December 1994: “The communist anti-communist revolution” 

In 1994 the president of Romania was still Ion Iliescu, after being reelected in 

1992, and the Party of Social Democracy in Romania (PDSR), one of the successor 

parties of FSN, was dominating the political stage. The fragmented political opposition 

was trying to form a coalition against Iliescu’s party for the 1996 elections.  

The main event of December 1994 which remained on the newspapers’ front 

pages for days was a general strike in Resita – an industrial town close to Timișoara. The 

workers did not receive their salaries for months, although the prime-minister praised the 

economic growth registered by Romania. This contradiction between the macro and the 

micro economic level was easily interpreted by people in terms of the old communist 

propaganda, when the political discourse had no connection with people’s ordinary life. 

Political actors in power tried to frame the general strike in Resita and the subsequent 

solidarity protests in other cities as a conspiracy against democracy and political stability, 

as they did in 1990. This time all the news media sanctioned their discursive strategies: 

“using the past practices, the government … considered that the only reality is the reality 

presented in political discourses and TV shows” (Tinu, 1994, December 12). TL claimed 

that the protests were the result of a more general demoralization: “people went on the 

streets not only because they don’t have money, food, heating or water, but also because 

(…) they are afraid of the future, they lost hopes, and are in despair” (Gerardi, 1994, 

December 14). TL also claimed that the only winners of the 1989 Revolution were those 

who died because they could not see the path taken by Romania: “those who died 

believed until the last moment that they made a Revolution … The rest of us were 
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disgusted to find later that it was just an impressive set-up, with many figurants, blood, 

and special effects” (Ungureanu, 1994, December 21). In 1994, the discourse about the 

detouring of the Revolution was becoming stronger not only in TL, but also in RL, which 

claimed that the collapse of communism was only an illusion: “Was communism killed 

or only wounded? (…) although we thought that the wounds were lethal, all of them were 

only superficial” (Scarlat, 1994, December 15). RL associated Ion Iliescu with Nicolae 

Ceaușescu: “people in this country hated Ceaușescu for the cold flats and the empty 

stores (…) so we changed comrade Nicu (or they changed him) with another comrade 

(…) and our flats are still cold, while the food is so expensive so that many of us cannot 

buy it” (‘Un apel …’ 1994, December 7). The change of the news media discourse can be 

linked to the social transformation which took place since the fall of communism. 

During the first five years of post-communism, mass media in Romania had 

structurally changed so that the journalists were already more reflexive and critical 

toward the political discourse in 1994.
107

 On the one hand, there had been a constant 

debate in mass media about the role of journalism in society and the democratic 

precondition for mass media to be free from outside (economic and political) control (see 

Coman, 2003, p. 163 ff.). On the other hand, in 1994 both Ion Iliescu and the PDSR were 

losing their political capital. These two aspects (the attempt to legitimize journalism as a 
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 In 1994 Adevărul was not anymore the voice of the party in power, although it was leaning 

toward the political left and adopted a nationalist stance. TL had serious financial problems which 

led to a drastic reduction of the editorial space and a sensationalist approach, foreshadowing its 

immanent bankruptcy. Nevertheless, it was still among the first most read newspapers in 1994, 

after Adevărul, Romania Libera, and Evenimentul Zilei (see Sofronie and Vlad, 1994, December 

17 - 18).  RL maintained its anti-Iliescu and anti-PDSR position, while framing the opposition, 

and especially the Christian and Democrat National Peasant Party (PNȚCD) in a positive light. 

The newspaper often adopted a pro-monarchic, as well as a (right wing) nationalistic position. 

See for instance Preisz (1994, December 1) with a story about the unification of Romania with 

the Republic of Moldova, or Antim (1994, December 3) about Orthodox religion and 

homosexuality.  
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profession, and the general disappointment with those in power) could explain why the 

relation between journalists and political actors/state changed to the disadvantage of the 

latter, in spite of their continuous efforts to control/censor mass media (e.g. restricted 

access to information of public interest, limited institutional resources, and low incomes 

for journalists). A journalist at TL expressed this new found confidence when she stated: 

“After five years in which the political power treated mass media in a tasteless arrogant 

manner (…) Power – no matter if Presidency, Government or Deputy Chamber – finally 

understood that a battle with mass media can always be lost” (Zvirjinski, 1994, December 

11). Due to these developments, the journalists in newspapers started to sanction political 

actors when they failed to present credible stories about their political actions.  

To mark the fifth anniversary of the Revolution, the Parliament intended to 

release a detailed report about what happened in December 1989.
108

 Although it did not 

manage to name those responsible for all the victims of December 1989, the report stated 

that “diversion made more victims than repression” (see Militaru, 1994, December 22). 

Many people lost their lives because of the void in the army that emerged on December 

22, 1989.
109

 Given that the members of the parliamentary commission did not manage to 

reach an agreement (“there is no truth about the Romanian Revolution, because each of 

us has a different truth” as the president of the commission stated), the news media 

suggested that such a commission was only a fake attempt to establish the truth: “if you 
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 The report followed an investigation conducted by a parliamentary commission. Different 

witnesses, participants to Revolution, and important post-communist political actors, including 

Ion Iliescu, had to testify in front of the parliamentary commission “December 1994.” Ion Iliescu 

was criticized by mass media for his defiant attitude because he initially refused to appear in front 

of the commission. When he finally did it, he declared he had nothing else to say besides what 

was already written in his book (see for instance Băcanu, 1994, December 28). 
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 The Minister of Defense committed suicide after refusing to execute Ceaușescu’s orders.  
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want to burry something, make a commission” (Zvirjinski, 1994, December 22). Other 

commissions, created with the same goal, were not more successful: “the dead people 

(…) are the only truth that all the commissions have to accept” (Zvirjinski, 1994, 

December 22).
110

  

The news media tried to offer their own truth on the bloodshed in December 

1989. For instance, Adevărul published the summary of an investigation done by a 

journalist from a concurrent publication, who tried to deconstruct the myths of the 

Romanian Revoution. He claimed that Securitate stood off and nobody tried to help 

Ceaușescu, so that there were no terrorists. The bloodshed was only caused by the 

soldiers’ lack of experience, the rumors spread during those days, and the contradictory 

messages sent by the FSN leaders through mass media (see ‘Enigme …’ 1994, December 

21). Without any official confirmation, this journalistic investigation remained one of the 

many narratives competing for public recognition in 1994. The attempts to clarify why so 

many people died, especially after Ceaușescu fled were compared with a Sisyphus’ 

struggle (revolution as tragedy) as revealed by RL:  

It is maybe not accidentally that Christmas and the end of the year mean for 

Romanians the reenactment of December1989 events and their failed revival 

(…) The whole situation would be comic if it is not hiding a national tragedy. 

22 million people are wondering in the dark, sometimes unconsciously, 

searching for their identity and the truth about a socio-political phenomenon 

which radically changed their lives and gave them a new existential dimension: 
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 Every time when something needed to be investigated there were several commissions at 

different level (national, regional, local, institutional, public and private) trying to clarify what, 

how and why it happened. These commissions were often working in parallel, instead of 

collaborating with each other in an organized hierarchic structure, which reveals a fragmented 

society.  
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freedom. Our national and individual identity crisis is mainly the product of a 

historical failure to find the truth (Șerbănescu, 1994, December 29).  

This quote exemplifies the understanding of the Revolution as the birth of the new 

Romanian society, a rupture in the historical path, or a new beginning, which 

nevertheless maintained many ambiguities.  

Adevărul described the regime change in Romania as “a communist anti-

communist revolution” given that the anti-Ceaușescu revolution – labeled as anti-

communist by equating Ceaușescu with communism – made the promises of communism 

look real due to the fact  that a revolution’s “first days are the single moments when the 

communist utopia – the suspension of atavism, the primacy of consciousness, solidarity 

and altruism – overlap with the reality” (Popescu, 1994, December 22). During those 

days strangers were calling each other “brothers,” taxi drivers were offering free rides, 

people were sharing bread on the street, and waiters were giving away free bottles of 

water: “from the cycle of the product-money-product, the main element of capitalism – 

money – just disappeared” (Popescu, 1994, December 22). Therefore Adevărul referred 

to communism as an ideology, different than the dominant discourse in which 

communism was understood as the real experience lived under Ceaușescu.  

TL advanced the idea of a well-hidden putsch rather than a revolution (see Balea, 

1994, December 20). According to TL the anti-communist revolution which started in 

December 1989 and continued through social and political movements could reach its 

promises only if the political opposition won the 1996 elections, and thus  the former 

communists (FDSN) were removed from power (see Pavel, 1994, December 29).
111

 RL 

                                                      
111

 Such movements included the Proclamation of Timișoara and the University Square.  
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claimed that the revolution was hijacked by a group led by Ion Iliescu. His public address 

in December 1989 regarding the betrayal of communism’s ideals by Ceaușescu (a part 

which was often cut out from the ulterior broadcastings) was used as an argument that 

Iliescu did not want a democracy, but rather a perestroika, labeled as “a young and 

original democracy” (see Paler, 1994, December 20). Ion Iliescu was criticized for his 

daily TV appearances and for the statements about his political dissidence (Băcanu, 1994, 

December 28, see also Ceaușescu, 1994, December 29).
112

  

The three newspapers portrayed a fragmented society in 1994: Timișoara vs. 

Bucharest; ordinary people vs. political actors; revolutionaries vs. revolutionaries. The 

official ceremony in the Romanian Parliament was described as a façade event by 

Adevărul:  “1989 remains just a dead language for the beneficiaries” (Ciobanu and Bejan, 

1994, December 22). Adevărul also accused Ion Iliescu of dictatorial tendencies due to an 

uninspired official address in which he criticized those who denied the revolutionary 

character of the regime change in 1989 in Romania:  

Nobody has a monopoly on this issue, no matter if that person is a president or 

a priest, an acrobat or a train conductor. Probably this natural multiplicity 

which does not allow for consensus made the president feel uncomfortable to 

such a degree that his discourse had some slippages toward a communist 

authoritarianism … ‘nobody is allowed’ in the presidential address refers to 

the ‘appropriation’ of the Revolution by a person other than the president 

himself (Stănescu, 1994, December 24, bold: mine). 
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 Ceaușescu marginalized Ion Iliescu, but the later remained nevertheless in leading positions 

during his “exile” in other cities in Romania.  
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The fifth anniversary of the Revolution in Timișoara took place in the absence of 

the main political actors who preferred to remain in Bucharest, but in the presence of 

international personalities such as Lech Walesa and Vaclav Havel. The whole ceremony 

was a mixture of religion and politics, with people often invoking God between anti-

Iliescu slogans. The parliamentary decision to grant the name “heroic city” to several 

places with no major contribution in the regime change in December 1989 was perceived 

as a political attempt to reduce the symbolic significance of Timișoara, expressed in the 

public letter of former participants to the Revolution, published by RL:   

Timișoara did not sleep, did not forget and cannot be defeated. We started an 

anti-communist revolution and have no connection with the putsch organized 

in Bucharest on December 22 … Our conscience is not for sale. Ceaușescu 

could not terrify us, and Iliescu cannot buy us because we only worship God 

(‘Timișoara …’ 1994, December 16). 

Although the former king of Romania, Mihai I, was also invited, he was not allowed to 

enter the country. The king unsuccessfully tried to enter Romania several times in the 

early 1990s.  He was allowed to come and celebrate Easter in 1992, but his popularity 

made the Romanian authorities issue him a five year interdiction. In his public address 

published in RL he referred to national reconciliation and unity, economic reform and 

moral revival as pre-conditions for a sustainable democratic regime. According to Mihai 

I, national reconciliation could only come after forgiveness, but for this people needed to 

first know the truth: “No nation can progress without leaving its ghosts behind … but 

nobody should … pretend that there was no difference between ordinary members of the 

communist party and its leaders” (Mihai I in ‘Mesajul …’ 1994, December 16b).  
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King Mihai I thereby subscribed to a stance that was not demonizing all members of 

PCR, but nevertheless sought to assign clearly demarcated responsibilities to the 

communist elite, many of which were still in power at that time.  

Official ceremonies in Bucharest took place on December 21 to commemorate the 

martyrs of the Revolution and on December 22 to celebrate the victory against 

Ceaușescu’s regime (therefore distinguishing between two stages of the revolution). 

According to the news media, the main characteristic of those days was the impressive 

display of army and police troops to protect the political actors, which created a feeling of 

disconnect between politicians and common people. TL published stories about young 

people who died in December 1989, focusing on their families’ quest for truth and their 

expectations that the perpetrators would be judged and charged. The newspaper also 

insisted on the image of the tortured/deformed body. It described people’s reactions when 

they found their relatives dead for days in December 1989. The image of the victims as 

heroes began to be overshadowed once people who did not take part in the 1989 

Revolution claimed and received material benefits as revolutionaries, a process which 

began in 1990. The number of such (officially recognized) revolutionaries increased 

every year with the authorities’ support. 
113

 RL brought to attention the case of former 

torturers, and participants in the initial repression of the 1989 protests, who were 

promoted and even received certificates of revolutionaries: “the peak of cynicism is that 
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 The law 42/1990 initially included material compensation only for the families of those who 

died in December 1989. The law changed several times in the following years to include more 

benefits for more categories of people. For instance, such advantages included no income tax, 

preferential rents, a 5- year reduction in retirement age, scholarships for revolutionaries’ children, 

no property tax, preferential interest rates for loans, free space for small businesses, free land to 

do agriculture, free public transportation etc. The list of beneficiaries was extended from families 

of the dead to people arrested in December 1989 and to the participants to the Revolution 

(without any clear distinction between those who were on the streets before and after Ceaușescu 

fled).  
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some of the people who received false certificates for their revolutionary deeds were in 

fact among the killers of those who were protesting for freedom” (Teișanu, 1994, 

December 22; see also Băcanu, 1994, December 19; Băcanu, 1994, December 22; 

Ciubotariu, 1994, December 22). Not only the official number of the participants to the 

Revolution increased (to 40,000 in February 1994), but so did the number of those who 

presumably died in December 1989: “in this rhythm, the commission would soon confirm 

the fatidic number of 60,000 dead people” (Drăgotescu and Gheorghiu, 1994, December 

22).
114

 The rise in number of heroes and participants to the revolution turned them (and 

their families) into indirect supporters of the narrative about the Revolution advanced by 

Ion Iliescu and the FSN. If the counter narrative was true and if it was a putsch – directed 

by few influent societal actors to seize power from Ceaușescu – instead of a spontaneous 

revolution (made by the people), there was no need to offer any material advantages to 

people who went on the streets in December 1989, especially after December 22. 

Furthermore, instead of any sustained efforts to reveal the truth (who should be held 

responsible for all the victims), the first post-communist power encouraged a myth of 

generalized heroism during the revolution in which more and more people were trapped. 

Another topic discussed in mass media in 1994 was the legislative initiative to 

grant individual access to Securitate files and reveal the identity of Securitate’s 

collaborators. The proposal for such a law advanced by a former political prisoner was 

rejected by the Parliament because it would not supposedly respect human rights: “the 

disclosure of the Securitate’s informers would bring too much suffering to their families” 

(see Orza, 1994, December 10 -11). The disproportionate care for the perpetrators’ 
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 The journalists ironically refers to the trial of Ceaușescu when he was charged with genocide, 

being accused he contributed to the death of 60,000 people.  
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families to the detriment of the real victims of the communist regime complicated even 

more the process of coming to terms with the communist past in Romania. It was a sign 

of a political elite anxious of unveiling the perpetrators of the past system, afraid of its 

social repercussions. The political elite was about to change in 1996; the anxiety, 

however, was to remain. 

 

December 1999: waiting for the (official) truth 

In 1999, Romania was led by the president Emil Constantinescu and the 

Romanian Democrat Convention (dominated by the PNȚCD). If their victory in the 1996 

elections was described by the news media as the end of communism in Romania (see 

chapter six), they managed to waste their political capital in less than three years by not 

being able to keep their electoral promises.
115

 For instance, Adevărul claimed that instead 

of stopping the affair of certificates of revolutionaries, Emil Constantinescu granted 

17,000 more certificates in 1999 (see Drăgotescu and Mitroi, 1999, December 22). Thus 

the number of (certified) revolutionaries almost tripled compared with 1990. The 

disappointment which followed the 1996 enthusiasm for the victory of the (anti-

communist) historical parties surpassed the one which followed the Romanian Revolution 

in the early 1990s. The quality of life deteriorated for many people, while corruption 

flourished. The news media presented a grim reality. According to Adevărul, the poverty 
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 These promises included the eradication of corruption, the establishment of a meritocratic 

system, the clarification of who was responsible for the death toll in December 1989, etc. The 

crisis of the PNȚCD manifested itself through internal fights, which led to the ridiculous situation 

in which Romania had two prime-ministers in the same time. The president was criticized for 

organizing festivities instead of stating the truth about the Revolution. For instance, the 

presidency organized a ceremony to grant honorary medals to those who contributed to the 

change of regime in 1989. Less than 150 people from 1,000 invited attended the event.  
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level in 1999 exceeded the one registered in the late 1980s: “the prisons are the only 

places in Romania were life is better now than during communism” (Veress, 1999, 

December 17). EZ described Romania as a country where people lost their hope: “young 

people don’t believe in their country anymore (…) they only hear a single statement: 

‘Everything is cursed here’” (Nistorescu, 1999, December 1). As a fervent supporter of 

the CDR in 1996, RL blamed both the communist regime (with its poverty, hunger, and 

international isolation) and the FSN governance (described as a neo-communist regime) 

which preceded the CDR leadership, for the economic and social crisis in 1999 

(Lăpușanu-Transilvan, 1999, December 1). However, it also sanctioned the CDR 

governance under Constatinescu: “the change so loudly announced in 1996 was just a 

replacement of people with other people with the same habits, who think they should fill 

in their pockets … if possible before the next elections” (Bălan, 1999, December 6); 

“there is no more a unique clientele; now there are several clienteles hanging on different 

branches of pluralism” (Paler, 1999, December 14). Therefore, politics in post-

communist Romania was described only as a means for some opportunists to enrich 

themselves, no matter which party they represented.  Adevărul claimed that the gap 

between the political class and the ordinary citizens was so big that the political actors 

did not even try to hide anymore that they were bored during the official anniversary of 

the Revolution held in the Romanian Parliament. Even the restorative measures initiated 

and adopted by the governing coalition were received with criticism. For instance, in 

December 1999 the Parliament passed the law which granted access to citizens to the 

Securitate files. The news media rather focused on its limitations, which were 

nevertheless recognized by both the president (who claimed that the law can be perfected 
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in time) and its initiator (who complained that the law changed radically from its initial 

version so that he was not willing to recognize it anymore).
116

 In this context, the 

invitation for Romania to start negotiations for integration in the European Union, made 

on December 11, 1999, appeared as a rescue boat, although it was not described as a 

success of the political class. All the newspapers referred to this event as a chance for 

Romania to find its envisioned way: “the return to Europe” (Ștefan, 1999, December 27), 

“the most important step toward civilization in the last ten years” (Nistorescu, 1999, 

December 13), “Romania is like a sick person in coma with the risk of dying (…) but 

now it has the chance to be treated by the best doctors in the best hospital” (Chireac, 

1999, December 13). Therefore, the language used to describe the Revolution was now 

borrowed to describe the possible integration of Romania in the European Union, seen as 

a possible new beginning. 

The tenth commemoration of the Revolution in Timișoara took place again in the 

absence of the main political leaders. Instead, the central figure during the anniversary in 

Timișoara was the former king of Romania, Mihai I, which made EZ claim: “the ex-king 

of Romania replaced the president” (Miat, 1999, December 16).
117

  In his public address, 

he accused the political class of demagogy and so did the representative of the Catholic 

Church, quoted by Adevărul: “we don’t have the political class we hoped for. The Greco-
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 The law 187/1999 (also known as Ticu Dumitrescu law) was one of the priorities of the right-

wing coalition. After three years of parliamentary debates and so many changes, the law was 

adopted. Another retroactive law adopted by the Romanian Parliament in December 1999 was 

“the law Lupu” which made possible for people who lost their farming land and forests during 

communism to receive them back.  
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 Mihai I entered the country freely after the CDR governance granted him his Romanian 

citizenship back in 1997. While the former king filled the presidential void in Timișoara, Ion 

Iliescu was more visible in Bucharest than the president in function: “Ion Iliescu replaced Emil 

Constantinescu during the ceremonies held in the Cemetery of Heroes” (Chiriac, 1999, December 

22). 
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Catholic church will not take part in the commemorations next year unless at least one 

part of the promises regarding the truth about the Romanian Revolution is fulfilled” 

(Bota, 1999, December 18). The request for truth also represented the main theme of the 

news media discourse about this event.   

Adevărul compared the 1989 Revolution in Bucharest with the 1977 earthquake 

because it managed to bring the same humanness which usually characterizes a natural 

calamity when strangers help each other unconditionally. In contrast to the Revolution, 

Adevărul framed the post-communist transition as the failure of morality (no tolerance, 

no solidarity and no respect for values), claiming that the moral recovery of the 

Romanian society could only begin with the truth about what had happened in December 

1989. This claim was actually the request for the political class to assume responsibility 

for what had happened during the Romanian Revolution, as stressed in the following 

quote in EZ: “People talk about the truth for one decade. People in Timișoara know this 

truth but they need an official confirmation and especially justice” (Miat, 1999, 

December 16). Therefore, this (official) truth would be the base for future truths: if the 

Romanian Revolution meant the birth certificate of the post-communist society, a 

coherent (and agreed on) narrative was necessary to avoid the establishment of another 

regime reigned by duplicity (such as Ceaușescu’s regime). Once the truth was 

established, justice could follow. For instance, Adevărul claimed that most of those who 

went on the streets in Timișoara, Bucharest and other cities in Romania before Ceaușescu 

fled were forgotten by the authorities, while those who joined the 1989 Revolution when 

it was already finished became influential actors in society, continuously trying to hide 

the truth:  “the truth about the Revolution, the economic truth, the labor‘s truth, the truth 
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about ourselves.  Ten years after the revolution I can only tell to my children that if we 

cannot succeed in establishing the truth, this would be their battle” (Popescu, 1999, 

December 21).
118

 EZ and RL also claimed that there was a Revolution only until 

Ceaușescu fled: “it’s true that Romanians were free for a couple of hours. But the 

shootings started again. It thus began then the second stage of December 1989 events: the 

putsch” (Badea, 1999, December 22). RL described the 1989 Revolution as a “historical 

chance which badly failed” (Ștefan, 1999, December 6) because the members of the 

former nomenclature seized the power: “the anti-communist revolution started and was 

interrupted in December 1989” (Oprescu, 1999, December 28). The new (post-

communist) leaders were accused of staging a Revolution after December 22, 1989.
119

 

This was therefore a reinterpretation of the Romanian Revolution as comprising two 

stages. According to RL, every anniversary of the Revolution confirmed “the 

incompatibility between two categories of people who made history: those who risked 

their lives and those who benefitted from the risk … the ones who fought without 

winning, and the others who won without fighting” (Blandiana, 1999, December 18). 

This gap was also delineated in the interviews with participants to the Revolution who 

complained that their efforts were in vain as only the opportunists profited from the so-

called ‘original democracy’: “we only got the freedom to bark,” “the sacrifice was in 

vain,” “if it were again December 1989, I would tell people to stay home because they 
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 See also Vasilescu (1999, December 13), Burileanu (1999, December 18), Alupei (1999, 

December 18), Stanciu (1999, December 22), Dobrater and Grosu (1999, December 22). 
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 From the same balcony where Ceaușescu used to hold his speeches, the new leaders directed 

the people in the square (see Alupei, 1999, December 17). That building was the only one in the 

area untouched by bullets, which became a main argument for those advancing the idea of a coup 

de palace that stopped the (real) revolution. 
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would die for nothing” (Bota et al., 1999, December 20); “the biggest beneficiaries were 

the aggressors” (Miat, 1999, December 16).  

A topic of political discontent in December 1999 was related to the role that the 

army played during the 1989 Revolution, as presented in RL. On the one hand, the PDSR 

requested an amnesty for the crimes committed by militaries during the Revolution: “we 

need to turn the page ten years after the Revolution” (Teodor Meleșcanu in Daniciuc, 

1999, December 1). On the other hand, the CDR claimed that those individuals who shot 

at the population should be charged and convicted: “we need to accept the fact that there 

were people with or without uniforms, who fired at innocent people. Forgiving them is 

not acceptable in a democratic state” (Andrei Chiliman in Daniciuc, 1999, December 

1).
120

 These tensions (pardon vs. charge) were a proof that the past was not closed. 

According to Emil Constantinescu quoted in RL, Romania needed a trial of communism 

in order to come to terms with its past: “the past, no matter how painful, can be 

overcome. To be overcome, the past needs to be assumed. To be assumed, the past needs 

to be understood. To be understood, the past needs to be known” (Emil Constantinescu in 

‘Societatea …,’ 1999, December 7). This quote from the presidential discourse revealed 

the mnemonic hesitance which characterized the Romanian society ten years after the fall 

of communism. Therefore, the president summarized the steps which were necessary for 

Romania to close one chapter in its history: truth, evaluation, judgment, forgiveness. This 

also implied that there would be political will to clarify and resolve the past.     
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 PDSR claimed that an amnesty would save the Romanian army from public disgrace, which 

was a puzzling position given that a way to avoid the culpability of an institution is to 

individualize guilt and punishment (see for instance Edy, 2006). However, an amnesty 

represented a favorable situation for the successor party of FSN given that it implied no further 

investigations of what happened in December 1989. 
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Remembering December 1989, Adevărul also reiterated the last moments of the 

dictators, which revealed a different image of Ceaușescu. No longer was he framed as a 

monster, but rather as a nationalist leader, aware that there was a putsch in Romania: 

“who organized the putsch can shoot anybody… but Romania will live forever!” were his 

last words, as reported in Adevărul (Domenico, 1999, December 24). Meanwhile there 

was also a change in the public perception regarding Ceaușescu. For instance, some 

people displayed the portrait of Ceaușescu during strikes, while other people were 

regularly going to Ceaușescu’s grave to light candles and bring flowers as a gratitude for 

the advantages of a state-controlled regime, as a person interviewed by Adevărul stated: 

“he gave jobs and houses to everybody” (Budin, 1999, December 7; see also Ciutacu et 

al, 1999, December 21).
121

 The newspapers tried to counteract the signs of nostalgia. 

Adevărul explained it as the inability to cope with the current hardships: “they don’t 

regret the past, but they cannot bear the present anymore” (Budin, 1999, December 7). 

Moreover, EZ claimed that only people who watched the Revolution on TV could be 

nostalgic for communism. RL published texts about crimes committed under communism 

(see Ficeac, 1999, December 11), thus trying to maintain the negative image of 

communism.  

Another event which marked the last month of 1999 was the so called scandal of 

the history textbooks, which especially provoked the outrage of Adevărul.
122

 One of the 

textbooks highly contrasted with the traditional approach of Romanian history, as Rusu 
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 The grave of Elena Ceaușescu was ignored because people could not yet forgive her: “I am 

coming here every day to talk with him. But I am not going to Leana (Elena Ceaușescu – A.H.) 

because she killed him” (Voicu, 1999, December 6). 
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 It followed the decision of the Ministry of Education to approve several alternative history 

textbooks. One especially was highly contested because it presented a version of the Romanian 

past which contravene to the main stream historical discourse.  
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(2011) noted: “Instead of sanctifying the nation’s past (as the traditional norm of 

historiography prescribes) the discourse developed in this textbook presents the nation’s 

past as a mytho-historical tale assembled from both fictional and real material” (p. 52).
123

 

It also referred to the Romanian Revolution as a popular revolt, followed by a coup 

d’état, which upset many PDSR members (see Pavel, 2001, p.180). A member of the 

Parliament even requested that such a textbook should be burnt in public squares.  

One of the paradoxes of the Romanian post-communist society was that the 

nationalist-communist discourse about the Romanian nation (as an imagined community) 

remained dominant in the collective consciousness in spite of the public post-communist 

perception that communism in Romania represented the biggest enemy of the national 

identity.
124

 Adevărul labeled the textbook under debate as “anti-national” and criticized 

the political governance for approving such a book to become a school manual. The 

newspaper explained this act as a sign of complete submissiveness to Western capitalism:  

Political correctness, multiculturalism, globalism, postmodernism … A 

nation-state injected with these products is attacked in its key structures: 

central authority, official language, history, church, traditions, culture … to 

obey in such a criminal way the program of the destruction of the eternal 

spiritual values of this nation – in the same way in which the Romanian 

leaders did under Bolshevism – cannot be forgiven. (Popescu, 1999, 

December 1) 
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 See also Culic (2005) and Pavel (2001).  
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 As Pavel (2001) noted, when Ion Iliescu accused President Emil Constantinescu and his 

coalition of conspiracy against the national interests of Romania because they allowed for an 

alternative historical narrative, “he was in fact defending historical revisionism and myth 

production as masterminded by Ceaușescu and the communists” (Pavel, 2001, p. 185). 
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Besides depicting western post-modernity as an attack against national identity, this quote 

also points to the role played by local actors in enforcing communism in Romania, 

explained further in the same text: “with an unmatched zeal in Bolshevist Eastern Europe, 

the Romanian communists destroyed the nation's spiritual values, by burning books and 

exterminating people, being far more effective than the invaders could have been” 

(Popescu, 1999, December 1). This representation blurs the image of communism as the 

Other, pointing to an autochthonous elite that displayed greater zeal than elites in other 

Eastern countries. But it also shows, that whichever internal carriers these ideologies had, 

the ideology itself is identified as foreign and an attack on inherent, “eternal values” of 

the Romanian nation.  

 

December 2004: the (new) end of communism. 

The fifteenth anniversary of the Revolution did not get too much media attention. 

The news media rather focused on the parliamentary and the presidential elections and on 

the unexpected decision of the president in function Ion Iliescu to pardon the leader of the 

‘mineriade,’ Miron Cozma, on December 16.
125

  

The anniversary of the Revolution in Timișoara was framed again as a 

disconnected event because this time the political actors were preoccupied to form 

coalitions for the new government: “15 years since they were the first ones to go on the 

streets and to chant ‘freedom,’ the citizens of Timișoara are again alone to mourn their 

dead people” (Bota, 2004, December 16). Adevărul noted that people were marching to 

commemorate the dead but also “to recreate those feelings and attitudes from those days 
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 Cozma was sentenced to 18 years in prison in 1999 for his role in the ‘mineriade’ under the 

charge of subversion of state power. 
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in 1989, which got lost in the present: the social cohesion and the human solidarity” 

(Timișoara’s mayor in Bota, 2004, December 16). This quote reveals nostalgia for the 

promises of the Revolution (e.g. unity and solidarity), especially when the Revolution’s 

anniversary was shadowed (again) by political conflicts and struggles for material 

benefits.
126

  

In their texts remembering December 1989, both EZ and RL insisted on the idea 

of a stolen Revolution: “there was no break with communism in December 1989; this was 

only an illusion” (Șimonca, 2004, December 20), “the revolutionary movement in 

Bucharest and other cities only crystalized after Ceaușescu demanded public gatherings 

as advised by members of the secret services who were preparing the big manipulation: 

the appropriation of the Revolution” (Iordache, 2004, December 17). Nevertheless, while 

former networks of power remained in place, the fall of communism had an important 

individual significance: “the fall of Ceaușescu only meant personal salvation. After 

December 22, 1989, the regime used the alibi of ‘national salvation’ to simulate its own 

disappearance in a spectacular, diversionist and bloody way” (Paul Cernat in D. Stanca, 

2004, December 11). The end of Ceaușescu’s dictatorship allowed individuals to escape 

from a system (e.g. by emigrating), while the communist nomenclature readjusted to the 

new social context: “the disappeared world did not actually disappear but it was recycled 

and adjusted accordingly to the new conditions” (Angelo Mitchievici in Stanca, 2004, 

December 14). 

One change accompanying media coverage of the Revolution’s anniversary was a 

switch of focus from the official (political) ceremonies to cultural events dedicated to the 
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 In 2004, the Romanian Parliament passed a new law regarding the benefits for the 

revolutionaries, known as the law of gratitude, which caused more debates among different 

categories of revolutionaries. 
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fall of communism in Romania (e.g exhibitions, books, movies, theater plays), which also 

indicated the changing relationship between journalists and political actors. Adevărul 

applauded the involvement of artists in commemorating the Revolution because “the 

discourse about Romania and ‘Romanianness’ was confiscated and devalued by 

politicians” (Modreanu, 2004, December 18 - 19). Adevărul also interviewed adolescents 

born on December 21 in Bucharest about communism. They mainly repeated the official 

story about the hardships Romanians faced during the former regime. 

The amnesty given by Ion Iliescu to 45 people (including controversial 

individuals) switched the media attention from the Revolution anniversary to Ion Iliescu 

and the PSD. Besides Miron Cozma, one of the beneficiaries of the presidential pardon 

was the former chief of militia in Timișoara who was in prison for being charged with 

leading the repression of the Revolution in Timișoara. In this context, Adevărul referred 

to Ion Iliescu as a dictator and a Bolshevist: “the pardon of Miron Cozma done cowardly 

after the elections is the signal which the old Bolshevist devil transmits to the forces of 

the dark to close the lines around him. He is applying now the schema of political guerilla 

learnt in Moscow … Ion Iliescu cannot accept to leave the power which he had for 15 

years in Romania;” “after so many years of democratic grimaces Iliescu returns to zero 

and even to minus identifying now with Nicolae Ceaușescu” (Popescu 2004, December 

17). The amnesty of Miron Cozma made the anniversary of the Romanian Revolution slip 

from the media agenda and thus the newspapers commemorated the ‘mineriade’ instead 

of the break with the communist past. This shows the unstable nature of collective 

memory, as well as the fact that if a community is not ready to change its frameworks of 

memory a political act can only bring outrage and turmoil. It also shows that besides the 
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Romanian Revolution, the ‘mineriade’ represented another traumatic past for the 

Romanians to surpass.  

Ion Iliescu was the main (negative) character in news media at the end of 2004. 

He was criticized for offering more than 600 presidential awards to different categories of 

people, from famous people (e.g. Elie Wiesel) to ultranationalist leaders, from former 

political prisoners to former members of Securitate, from surviving victims of the 

Revolution to contested revolutionaries. EZ accused Iliescu for creating a new social 

class: “a class of professional revolutionaries. Many of them watched on TV the 1989 

Revolution but managed nevertheless to buy certificates of revolutionary with a handful 

of dollars” (Gherguț, 2004, December 20, see also Miat, 2004, December 20). It 

furthermore claimed that those who directly participated in the Romanian Revolution and 

the families of those who died were struggling to survive in a society suffering from 

amnesia: “Only the heroes’ parents remember them and go to their graves … the officials 

remember them only at the end of the year” (Spiridon, 2004, December 24). The inflation 

of “certified” revolutionaries led to a new dimension of the quest for truth 15 years after 

the fall of communism: authentic vs. bogus revolutionaries. According to RL, the “real” 

revolutionaries were described as honest and moral people, ready to sacrifice themselves 

for the national good, while the “fake” ones were presented as cowards (they only 

watched the Romanian Revolution)  and imposters (interested in getting rich) (see Oprea, 

2004, December 22).  

At the end of his presidential mandate, Iliescu also created the Institute of the 

Revolution where he appointed his acquaintances. This was an example of how political 

actors tried to maintain control over particular narratives about the past. Another attempt 
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to enforce a single version regarding the Romanian Revolution, agreed by Ion Iliescu and 

former FSN members, was the inclusion of a reference in the Romanian Constitution, 

revised in 2003:  

Romania is a democratic and social state, governed by the rule of law, in which 

human dignity, the citizens' rights and freedoms, the free development of human 

personality, justice and political pluralism represent supreme values, in the 

spirit of the democratic traditions of the Romanian people and the ideals of the 

Revolution of December 1989, and shall be guaranteed (art. 1, paragraph 3, 

Romanian Constitution, italics – mine). 

By introducing such a reference, the contestation of the revolutionary character of the 

1989 events would become problematic (and unconstitutional). EZ accused Ion Iliescu of 

hindering the process of coming to terms with the past: “Ion Iliescu tried to hide each 

trace of truth. 15 years after those events we still don’t know who shot at the population 

… the political power blocked any detailed investigation regarding the causes of the 

repression in December 1989” (Șimonca, 2004, December 20); “through all the measures 

taken by Ion Iliescu and through his behavior he continuously canceled the meaning of 

the anti-communist revolution” (Ruxandra Cesereanu in Manea, 2004, December 20).  

RL described the regime existing in Romania in 2004 as a “post-communist 

communism” because the paternalist collective behavior developed under communism 

persisted after December 1989. According to RL, this understanding of the 

state/presidency could explain the political success of Ion Iliescu (see Burghelea, 2004, 

December 17). EZ noted that Iliescu managed to stay in power for so long due to his 

loyalty to the ideals of the political left in contrast to other political actors with no clear 
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political preference, but only interested in enriching themselves. However, both RL and 

EZ claimed that Ion Iliescu profited from his image of a“poor, but honest man”, as an 

‘honest’ man would not allow corruption to become endemic, which nevertheless 

happened under his leadership. The two publications referred to him as “the perfect 

manipulator” (Băcanu, 2004, December 24) and designated him personally as “the curse 

of post-communist Romania, the brake against our democratic development, the strategist 

of disunity, the savior of the communist nomenclature” (Dumitrescu, 2004, December 

21), “the president of forgetting and general amnesia” (Stanca, 2004, December 14), “the 

biggest opportunist of the Revolution, who took the power after December 22 through 

diversion, when almost 1,000 people were killed, but he managed to fool a whole nation 

for 15 years” (Dumitru Dinca in Gherguț, 2004, December 20); devoted to his ideology 

“equals in poverty” (see Fati, 2004, December 20; and Cartianu, 2004, December 21). 

Adevărul described Iliescu as “the ayatollah of the PSD,” “the old Bolshevic devil” 

(Popescu, 2004, December 17), a cynic president who “said ‘thank you’ to people in 

Timişoara who made it possible for him to be a president” after he released the former 

chief of militia in Timișoara (Rădulescu, 2004, December 21, see also Ghica, 2004, 

December 21).
127

  

 

December 2009: from communism to consumerism 

Like in 2004, the last round of the presidential elections was held again in 

December. However, in 2009 the news media allocated a lot of space for the twentieth 

anniversary of the Revolution. Media anniversary of the Romanian Revolution fell into 
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 The case of Corpodean was not singular for Iliescu’s presidency as he also signed in 2003 the 

amnesty for another person responsible for the massacre in Timișoara.  
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several categories in 2009: the crimes of communism; the reiteration/investigation of the 

events which led to the fall of communism in Romania; the recycling of the 1989 news; 

the daily hardships of the communist life; the personal remembrances of the journalists; 

and communism seen through the eyes of the post-communist generation. 

While Adevărul publicly announced that it abstained from covering the electoral 

campaign due to the public disappointment with the Romanian politics, it dedicated 

significant space to the Revolution anniversary. First, it recycled the 1989 news from the 

communist newspaper Scanteia (its predecessor). Second, it presented an in-depth 

investigation about the execution of Ceaușescu and the crimes committed in December 

1989.
128

 Third, it presented the journalists’ personal stories about communism. Fourth, it 

organized a photo contest under the name ‘We send you to Cuba’ and invited its readers 

to upload photographs from communism on Adevărul website since October through 

December 2009.  

The contest was presented as a different way to remember the recent past through 

“an album of communism.”
129

 Most of the entries referred to the restrictive aspects of life 

under communism, resembling what a participant noted: “Communism was sad… you 

can see in people’s eyes the fear for tomorrow and the fear to say what they think.” The 

competition was won by a former teacher who described the time when he supervised 

children of elementary school during the seasonal agricultural work. His story about him 

allowing children to take home more than five apples as (officially) permitted revealed 
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 The investigative series was coordinated by the editor in chief at that time, Grigore Cartianu. 

The project turned later in a three book series edited by the publishing house owned by Adevărul 

and furthermore in a movie. 
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 There were 907 pictures uploaded on Adevărul’s website. The biggest prize was a two-person 

holiday to Cuba.  
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how people understood the state under (and even after) communism. The teacher 

covering his pupils was seen as a sign of solidarity: if the state was “stealing” from its 

citizens (starting with the abolition of private property), people felt they could “steal” 

back from their state (whatever they could appropriate).
130

 These series thus show a more 

nuanced and detailed picture of communism, allowing personal memories of common 

people to become subject of the reflections. 

The investigative series about the last days of the dictators made Ion Iliescu 

responsible for the bloodshed in December 1989, but it also presented a different image 

of Elena and Nicolae Ceaușescu. Far from being framed as monsters, they appeared as 

two frightened old people, victims of the system they themselves enforced: “they were 

trembling, staying close to each other to get warm;” “she was caressing him calmly” 

(Manu and Cartianu, 2009, December 1); “they were hugging and comforting each other” 

(Cartianu and Manu, 2009, December 2).
131

 Adevărul claimed that the terrorists were 

invented by the new leaders for gaining public support: “they had nobody to fight 

anymore. Except, eventually, the ghosts they invented to seize the power, thus directing 

their own Revolution” (Cartianu, 2009, December 2), and for personal revenge. Many of 

the 1989 tragedies followed the same pattern: one military unit was sent to protect an 

important objective while the troops already in place were announced that the terrorists 

were attacking them. According to Adevărul, this was how the Minister of Defense 

Nicolae Militaru tried to eliminate all those who were familiar with his past: “after Ion 
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 The fact that such a story won a competition in 2009 could show that the understanding of the 

state did not change significantly after 1989 given the incapacity of the post-communist 

governance to fulfill the social welfare expectations of the common Romanians.  
131

 Witnesses said that Ceaușescu did not look as a fiercely dictator, but he wanted to borrow 

money for a new shirt and offered his food to his guards (see Manu and Cartianu, 2009, Dec. 1; 

Cartianu and Manu, 2009, Dec. 2).  
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Iliescu invested Militaru as minister, a series of extremely suspect deaths switched the 

parameters of the Revolution from a popular revolt to real personal revenge” (Mincan, 

2009, December 2); “Nicolae Militaru and Ion Iliescu are the main responsible actors for 

almost 1,000 dead people after the run of Ceaușescu. One was the armed arm, the other 

one was the political arm” (Cartianu, 2009, December 2).
132

 The revolution thus appeared 

twenty years later as a farce exploited for personal gain. 

All the newspapers described the Romanian Revolution as an unfinished process 

of breaking with the communist past: “a painful and unfinished implosion” (see Jităriță 

and Romanovski, 2009, December 1; see also Stoicescu, 2009, December 9). RL claimed 

that the opportunists (from thieves to former members of the communist nomenclature 

and Securitate) managed to occupy leading positions in December 1989: “the day when 

communism collapsed was the first day of freedom to steal;” “the system that protected 

them was the system governed by FSN/FDSN/PDSR/PSD and Ion Iliescu, the winner of 

the Thieves’ Revolution” (Câmpeanu, 2009, December 4).
133

 People on the streets were 

diverted from their initial goals by the new leaders: “the anti-communist revolutionaries 

went to change the communist administration which turned them into anti-terrorist 

revolutionaries. Instead of getting the power they received guns to protect the activists;” 

“revolutionaries were thus protecting the communist administration” (Băcanu, 2009, Dec 

16). These quotes also describe the Revolution as a farce. 
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 In 1978 Nicolae Militaru was accused of espionage and treachery to the benefit of the Soviet 

army. Adevărul described him as a cold blood killer and a cynical person. He was never judged 

for what happened in December 1989 because, as journalists claimed, he was always protected by 

Ion Iliescu.  
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 In December 1989 many thieves and criminals were freed from prisons and immediately posed 

as anti-communist dissidents (characteristics of a farce). 
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Both EZ and RL focused on the unfinished process of communism. They 

acknowledged that the 2006 official condemnation of the communist regime in Romania 

was a first step toward restoring justice in society, but it remained symbolic because no 

concrete action followed. EZ criticized the National Council for Studying the Securitate’s 

Archives (CNSAS) for its inefficiency: “CNSAS was only created to check off another 

item from the ample project of decommunization required for all the states on this side of 

the Iron Curtain which aspire to join the EU” (Corlățan, 2009, December 18, see also 

Pocotilă, 2009, Dec. 15; Vijulie, 2009, Dec. 21; Prelipceanu, 2009, Dec. 22).
134

 RL 

advocated a trial of communism similar to Nuremberg trials, in spite of the ambiguities 

concerning the relation between victors and losers, as a member of the Institute for the 

Investigation of the Communist Crimes explained in an interview: “communism was the 

victim of an implosion … in all former communist states, the communists took part in the 

victory” (Raluca Grosescu in Mihu, 2009, Dec. 10). This stood in contrast to Nazi-

Germany, where the defeat of the system brought a foreign elite to power, making it 

easier to put the former elite on trial. 

For the twentieth anniversary of the Revolution, EZ revisited the main themes 

about communism in Romania: lack of food, lack of electricity, lack of central heating, 

humor and irony as a way of survival, sport as the Romanian pride, and tabloid-like tales 

about Ceaușescu’s family. According to EZ, traumas of the communist past (e.g. 

starvation, cold, darkness) affected people’s collective behaviors and turned Romania 

into an attractive market for (foreign) investors: “we are eating a lot, but hunger does not 

disappear because our stomachs have wounds which cannot be healed” (Odobescu, 2009, 
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 CNSAS was established in 1999. It had to deal with the resistance of other institutions, which 

refused to give Securitate’s files to CNSAS. Even when it received 2.3 million files, CNSAS 

identified less than 1,500 former officers and informers of Securitate. 
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December 22a); “Romanians are consuming a lot in their attempt to avenge all the 1980s 

penury” (Trandafir, 2009, December 22; see also Odobescu, 2009, December 22b). 

According to EZ, many people in Romania before 1989 could not even imagine that 

Ceaușescu would be overthrown: “Romania which made the Revolution was living in 

December 1989 in parallel with another Romania – a poor and unhappy one, still 

believing in Ceaușescu” (Udișteanu, 2009, December 14). According to EZ, communism 

also represented a better time than the present for some professional categories. With few 

exceptions, the sportsmen were more appreciated in the past as they declared when 

interviewed: “there were better conditions in sport … and more impressive 

performances;” “‘it was better during communism … physical education was a 

mandatory discipline in schools’;” “during communism the Romanian sport was much 

better organized than it is at present;” “even the former champion Leonard Doroftei 

claimed that ‘it hadn’t been so bad during communism if there was enough food’- a 

surprising statement as the Revolution brought him the chance to become a professional 

boxer and to win the world title” (Băileșteanu and Ciotoran, 2009, December 22). 

(Political) humor and irony represented another commonplace in the narratives about 

communism: “in spite of all the censorship, it was a romantic time when the humor was 

highly polished and refined;” “the jokes were based on allusions” (Toma, 2009, 

December 22).
135

 At the same time, the double-meaning language was practiced so often 

under communism that it led to distorted realities and pathologies of communication. 

People were always looking for hidden meanings in every message laughing while 

hearing apparently ‘innocent’ words: “if you said the word ‘food’ on the stage, the public 
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 See also Ghioca, 2009, December 13; Ghibuțiu, 2009, December 15, as well as Wertsch 

(2002) on “internal emigration” in the former Soviet Union.  
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considered it as an act of courage so that it would react immediately: it laughed and 

applauded;” “once being censored we entered the chaos. The text became so unclear that 

it turned into a source of general fun: everyone could understand something based on 

her/his own abilities of decoding” (Toma, 2009, December 22).
136

 The remembrances 

about communism revealed paradoxical situations. For instance, on the one hand, people 

complained about the regime of fear and constant surveillance where anybody could have 

worked with Securitate. On the other hand, people seemed to be more united during 

communism mainly due to the participation to the double meaning communication: “the 

close relations and a tacit understanding among people made the imprisonment in an 

intolerable regime more bearable” (Marinescu, 2009, December 18). In 2009 the 

understanding of the Romanian identity reached a full circle: from unity in Revolution to 

unity in communism. 

The first days of the Romanian Revolution were still remembered as the special 

moments of Romanian-ness, but the path taken by Romania after December 1989 made 

the Revolution look like a chimera: “it seems that what happened then is totally 

disconnected from what followed. That’s why we talk now about the legend of the 

revolution” (Stanca, 2009, Dec. 17); “those moments of euphoria … look embarrassing 

now because of that feeling, apparently unnatural, of closeness and spontaneous 

fraternization” (Exarhu, 2009, December 5). The martyrs (as referred in the early 1990s) 

started to be considered “people with bad luck or even worse, idiots” (Stanca, 2009, Dec. 

17), which represented again the characteristics of a farce (loss of heroes). Instead of 

gaining any clarity, the narratives about the Revolution and the communist past became 
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 Political humor remained in place even after communism fell, which made EZ claim that many 

social problems remained unsolved in post-communism because of irony: “this was enough for us 

to be satisfied. Nicolae Ceaușescu would be proud of us” (Ghibuțiu, 2009, December 15). 
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more confusing over time especially because it was difficult to distinguish between 

heroes and villains: “re-writing history is a fashionable Orwellian strategy. Political 

actors who were known members of the former Securitate are now building their past as 

former dissidents and claim that the anti-communist dissidents – who were persecuted 

before – are bolshevist” (Boldur-Lățescu, 2009, Dec. 17; see also Vijulie, 2009, Dec. 18). 

EZ referred to a 13 years old girl who was among the first victims in Timișoara as “the 

martyr-child of the Revolution” (see Stoicescu & Rotaru, 2009, December 16), 

emphasizing her courage to join the anti-Ceaușescu protests, while her mother recounted 

in the same issue how the girl followed the crowd because she was curious to understand 

what was happening, the report thereby containing at the same moment heroic and 

farcical elements. The army switching sides after Ceaușescu fled made soldiers become 

heroes from villains (during the first days when they were shooting at the population). 

Most of them received certificates as participants in the revolution and advanced in the 

military hierarchy (see Băcanu, 2009, Dec. 16). Ion Iliescu even decorated some of the 

people accused of crimes in December 1989. EZ suggested that what followed the 

Revolution was as “nightmare for the victims and prosperity for the killers” (Stoicescu 

and Rotaru, 2009, December 23) because the corrupt system developed under 

communism, “a huge network of interests” (Stoicescu, 2009, December 22), remained in 

place. Pessimism characterized all three newspapers while portraying the 2009 Romanian 

society: “we are in a permanent conflict with our country, our politicians, our neighbors, 

the good way of being … We don’t feel in a ‘Romanian’ way today because such a living 

is a synonym for failure, chaos, poverty, subculture, aggressiveness” (Ciocăzanu, 2009, 

December 1); “we end this year with a parody of our past projected to the future about 
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how we changed everything but we forgot to change ourselves” (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2009, 

Dec. 17). Being born in Romania was labeled as bad luck and as a sentence to death: 

“death takes different shapes: resignation, anxiety, anguish, frustration, failure, senility, 

poverty … The lack of chance to be born in Romania is … death with anticipation” 

(Adrian Majuru in Jităriță and Romanovski, 2009, December 1).  

Adevărul decried the Romanian obsession with the past: “We fight for ghosts in 

the street. We chant the 1990 slogans. We make plans for the past … We live the history, 

but backward” (Ioniță, 2009, December 2), while EZ noted that hundreds of books about 

the Revolution were published in two decades. Communism and the Romanian 

Revolution were source of inspiration for writers, movie directors, and artists, who 

nevertheless had to cope with the audience’s uneasiness to participate in artistic products 

which could become too personal: “a viewer has to first repress the sensations of 

discomfort and imposture” (Ciuvercă, 2009, December 19). Time was still needed for the 

society to distance itself from a sensitive past.  

In spite of the negative journalistic accounts of post-communism, the foreigners 

quoted in RL rather noticed the positive aspects: “Romanians look happier, healthier and 

richer than 20 years ago” (Câmpeanu, 2009, Dec. 22), which shows that from outside the 

past seemed to be easier assessed than within the mnemonic community.  

 

Conclusions 

In a fragmented post-communist society, the first days of the Romanian 

Revolution were recalled as the society’s meeting point with the national imaginary 

(based on unity and solidarity), in contrast to an evolving reality, which unveiled a nation 
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marked by social distrust and systemic corruption. The analysis of the media 

anniversaries of the Romanian Revolution revealed how the representations of the break 

with the past changed from “heroic moment” (1989, 1990) to “tragedy” (1994, 1999) and 

later to a “farce” (2004, 2009). These discursive changes regarding December 1989 are 

closely linked to the understanding of the Romanian post-communist society as framed 

by news media. In the early 1990s both the journalists and the political actors framed the 

Romanian nation in terms of unity, solidarity and victimhood – following the nationalist 

imaginary developed/inflated during Ceaușescu’s regime. The regime of Ceaușescu was 

based on two pillars that conferred him legitimacy: communism and nationalism. While 

communism fell, nationalism remained in place and it was then used by the new leaders 

to explain communism as “the Other” that oppressed the Romanian nation. Communism 

was depicted as the complete opposite to national identity, an anomaly in the historical 

path of the nation, a historical derailment caused by external factors. The contribution of 

local actors to enforce an extreme regime in Romania started to be acknowledged one 

decade after the collapse of communism, when also the first manifestations of nostalgia 

for the recent past emerged also because of the present economic security. Nostalgia 

became more evident twenty years after the end of the communist dictatorship, which is 

not surprising given that the adults of 2009 were children and adolescents in the late 

1980s so that their memories of the childhood, which is usually recalled in a nostalgic 

way, overlapped with their remembrances of communism. The representation of 

communism twenty years later might seem paradoxical as it was framed simultaneously 

both as both a regime of fear (due to constant surveillance and repressive mechanisms) 

and a time characterized by social unity and solidarity.   
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The Romanian national identity got a new dimension once communism collapsed: 

orthodox Christianity. Meanwhile, morality became an important topos in the political 

and media discourse. The Romanian Revolution came to be understood as an unfinished 

attempt of restoring the moral order, so that the appeal to this order resurfaced in public 

debates as a collective wish for a new beginning, again and again. While (re)interpreting 

the Romanian Revolution as an unfinished attempt to break with communism, the 

Romanian society was in fact longing for a different future that showed its promise in the 

moment of the Revolution. Once the 1989 Revolution was reassessed in a more realistic 

(and cynical) way, its understanding as a new beginning started to lose from intensity so 

that post-communism began to be perceived as a continuation of the former regime.  

Another discursive change revealed by the news media analysis was the reframing 

of societal actors as heroes/villains. For instance, in the early 1990s Ceaușescu was the 

monster, the beast, and the devil in person. His image was totally different in 2009, when 

he was portrayed as an old man, disconnected from reality, a nationalist idealist killed by 

his own people. This was possible once the image of communism and the Romanian 

Revolution changed so that not Ceaușescu, but the (kleptocratic) communist 

nomenclature became responsible for the sufferings of Romanians before 1989. Starting 

with mid-1990s, its leader Ion Iliescu was framed as the symbol of communism and 

furthermore became the scapegoat for all the failures of the post-communist 

transformations.  

Although narratives about a hijacked revolution emerged in the public sphere 

since 1990 (see for instance the discourse of România Liberă), they remained as a 

counter-narrative for years given that Ion Iliescu and other leaders of the FSN (and its 
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later reconfigurations like the PDSR, the PSD and even the PD) tried to impose their own 

version about December 1989 as long as they were in power. Some examples include the 

revision of the Constitution (see the references to the Romanian Revolution), the creation 

of the Institute of the Romanian Revolution during the last month of Iliescu’s last 

presidential mandate, and the material retributions offered to people who went on the 

streets in December 1989 before and after Ceaușescu fled. The economic dimension 

added to the politics of memory brought more complexity to the process of understanding 

the present through the past. For instance, the number of people trapped by a law granting 

material benefits to the participants to the Revolution increased every time when the law 

was amended to stipulate more advantages for more categories of people. If the political 

leaders would acknowledge that there was revolution only until Ceaușescu fled, then all 

those who went on the streets or died after December 22 would not be revolutionaries 

anymore and therefore they or their families would not receive special benefits or 

recognition. The fights among people who participated in the Revolution (as well as 

Timișoara vs. Bucharest) were part of the symbolic conflicts of valuation and 

appropriation (who was more entitled to talk about the revolution and furthermore to 

receive special rights and who deserved more attention/gratitude than the others).  

While news media reflected a change in the public understanding of the 

December 1989 events from a successful revolution to a derailed revolution or an 

unfinished revolution, the lack of a clear official version to confirm this change left room 

for (future) public requests for truth with respect to the Revolution. However, the 

requests for truth are actually merging with the journalistic needs for a clear narrative 

about the Romanian Revolution (mediated memory) which would bring a closure to this 
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traumatic past, although the coexistence of different narratives, of uncertainties and 

unresolved tensions characterizes the process of memory formation in transnational states 

as Zelizer (2011) stated. The claimed need for closure of a traumatic past which was 

possible through a (official) narrative about December 1989 – one not clearly 

contradicted by evidence as it was the case Iliescu’s version – was also required for 

shaping a coherent post-communist identity. If the revolution represented the birth of the 

new society it was important for the construction process of a post-communist identity to 

get clarity about that moment.  

The lack of clarity regarding the Romanian Revolution (as the starting point of a 

new society) and the fact that many members of the former communist nomenclature 

clung to power (slowing down the attempts of coming to terms with the communist past) 

brought Romanians in a double-bind situation: they neither could forget the past, nor 

could they resolve its problems.  

  



 
 

182 
 

PART III: THE POLITICAL USE OF COLLECTIVE MEMORY 

 

The third part of this dissertation focuses on the political use of memory of 

communism during the political campaigns for presidential elections in Romania since 

1990 through 2009 and its reflection in the print media.
137

 It is organized chronologically 

and consists of two chapters: “The discursive end of communism” (1990 - 1996) and 

“From communism and nationalism to the legitimation crisis” (2000 - 2009). The first 

chapter of this section reveals the political struggle to agree on the end of communism as 

a fixed moment in time and tries to further explain the public quest for a new beginning 

in the Romanian society. It also shows that journalists, which were a mere mouthpiece of 

politics right after the Romanian Revolution, developed a more independent stance over 

the course of the decade, critically evaluating the self-representations of political actors.  

The second chapter shows that the Romanian society was still struggling to find a 

way to purge itself from communism in the second decade of post-communism. The 

vernacular forms of memory opposed the very consciously crafted attempts of claiming 

certain historical lineages by political actors. These vernacular forms of memory were 

represented in the mass media, contrasting political discourse with bottom up resistance 

to it. In these debates, the conflict between Timișoara and Bucharest as birth places of the 

Revolution remained a contested issue, as did the question of the innate qualities of 
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 With one exception in 2009, the first round of presidential elections overlapped with the 

parliamentary elections. Therefore the analysis of the political discourses as unfolded in the news 

media included both the presidential and the parliamentary elections in five out of six examined 

cases. According to the amended Constitution of Romania adopted in 2003, the term for 

presidency changed from four to five years leading to the separation between the legislative and 

the presidential elections since 2004. The political campaigns in Romania lasted from 60 days 

(1990, 1992, and 1996) to 45 days (2000) and 30 days (2004, 2009). The data were drawn from 

newspapers published during one month: the week before the first round of elections, the two 

weeks between the two rounds and the week after the second and final round of elections.  
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Romanians, the collective identity. The latter was still described by political actors 

according to the national myths of unity and solidarity, as revealed by the Revolution. 

While these myths gradually evolved over time, including from 1996 onwards the 

fundamentally Christian collective identity of Romanians, political actors did not distance 

themselves from these ideals. In contrast, journalists in the second decade of post-

communism started to openly question them by opposing them to the lived reality, which 

seemed to contradict these ideals. They thus turned into cynical observers of political 

discourse, so much so that one of the covered newspapers would officially even refuse to 

cover the 2009 campaign. What is fascinating about these changes in the stance of 

journalists is that they share with the political actors the reference to the Revolution, 

however, taking a completely different stance with respect to it.  

Considering the specifics of the relation between media and politics in post-

communism – as it will be explained in the following paragraphs, the next two chapters 

show how the two systems which emerged from the former communist structures 

managed to distance themselves from their own communist past while shaping the 

collective memory of communism. While it is not easy to always distinguish between the 

political discourse and the news media discourse because of the intermingling of politics, 

business and media in Romania, I nevertheless attempted to differentiate between 

political discourses (as represented in the paid electoral advertising in the newspapers) 

and their framing by the news media which reproduced or contested them, thus 

influencing the way in which the past should have been remembered. In this respect, the 

comparative analysis of the political discourses unfolded in three newspapers – with 

different political stances – allowed me to draw a distinction between the discourses 
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advanced by two types of societal actors (political actors and journalists). One particular 

case was in 1990 when there was no electoral advertising (marked as such in the analyzed 

publications). Instead, the newspapers served as direct disseminating platforms for the 

main political parties as they published the public addresses/speeches in their entirety so 

that the voice of the newspapers overlapped with the voice of the political actors. 

However, from then onwards, the differentiation between politics and media progressed, 

which is exemplified by the appearance of advertorials from 1992 onwards, which can be 

clearly distinguished from the position of journalists themselves.     

In order to better understand the context to which my research on political 

campaigns applies, some background on the relation between media and politics in 

Eastern Europe is needed and how it is reflected upon in the academic literature are 

needed. As Gross (2004) noted, “the political discourse which revived in Albania, 

Bulgaria, and Romania almost simultaneously with the end of the communist regime, 

continues to be still highly influenced by the nature of political parties, political systems, 

politics, politicians and existing political cultures, as well as the mass media which 

disseminate the discourse are” (p. 53).   

This particular legacy of communism complicates the use of categorization of 

media systems developed for Western countries. For instance, the classification of media 

systems done by Hallin and Mancini (2004) is widely used as a reference in the research 

of media and politics around the world, although the two scholars only analyzed the 

Western countries. They identified three ideal models of the media systems: the North-

Atlantic/liberal model (specific to the U.S., Canada, Ireland and Great Britain), the 

North-Central European/democratic corporatist model (specific to the Northern European 
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countries), and the Mediterranean/polarized pluralist model (specific to the Southern 

European countries). While Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) was not included in their 

study, their classification was used by other scholars as a reference while investigating 

the post-communist transition, suggesting that the media systems developed in CEE 

seemed to resemble the Mediterranean model (see Volcic and Erjavec, 2012; Rantanen, 

2013; Jakubowicz, 2008). The Mediterranean/polarized pluralist model, as described by 

Hallin and Mancini, is characterized by commentary-oriented journalism with high 

political parallelism, media instrumentalization, strong state intervention, strong role of 

the political parties, and political clientelism. Political parallelism refers to the clear 

political orientation of mass media, while instrumentalization relates to the use of media 

by outside actors for political purposes.  

However, as Volcic and Erjavec (2012) noted, the societies in Eastern Europe are 

characterized by “political-economic-media clientelism” rather than political parallelism. 

Media, politics and business in Eastern Europe merged together so that media ownership 

became just an instrument of political influence. Different than the Western democratic 

states where media and politics aim to fulfill their ideal roles (e.g. media inform, politics 

seek public support) in spite of their attempts to exploit each other for their own benefit, 

the relation between media and politics in Eastern Europe seems to be characterized by 

networks of power among different professional elites regardless political affiliation (see 

Volcic and Erjavec, 2012 citing Zerdin, 2012). For instance, referring to the relation 

between journalists and politicians in post-socialist Slovenia, Volcic and Erjavec (2012) 

claimed that the political clientelism permeated media system and hindered a clear 

distinction between left and right: “the individual journalists have ties to interest 
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networks regardless of political parties affiliation. Media remain more or less subordinate 

to these networks” (Volcic and Erjavec, 2012, p. 8). This description applies as well to 

the other countries in Central and Eastern Europe, including Romania. Based on this fact, 

Gross (2008) stressed the limitations of the three models of media and politics as 

developed by Hallin and Mancini (2004) when applied by other scholars to the post-

communist world, due to “their ignoring of the cultural elements that underline politics, 

the political systems, and the market” (p. 147). For instance, he argued that the 

definitions used by Hallin and Mancini to distinguish between types of democracy 

(consensus vs. majoritarian democracy) do not apply in the case of Romania which shares 

characteristics of both types: “Romanian politics is a hybrid or more accurately a system 

still in the making and suffering from its communist past, one that is a social organism in 

gestation and not just a legacy” (Gross 2008, p. 148, citing Wydra, 2007). This quote 

points to the conflicting situation of media and politics in trying to distance themselves 

from communism while both being shaped by the former communist structures. 

While the role of the news media in building democracy in Eastern Europe cannot 

be ignored, mass media did not manage to become “the fourth estate” due to, on the one 

hand, the sustained attempts of the political elites to control media and, on the other hand, 

the tendency of journalists to create a negative image of politics, thus hindering the 

political engagement of the citizens (Volcic and Erjavec, 2012, citing Basic Hrvatin, 

2011, and Splichal, 2008). As Coman (2010) and Gross (2008) noted, the media owners 

were mainly interested in advancing their political goals and exercising public influence 

rather than seeking profit. This situation also affected the understanding of journalism by 

journalists. For instance, the study done by Volcic and Erjavec (2012) showed that many 
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interviewed journalists felt that they were in a position of subordination to politics and 

accepted it as a given, which furthermore revealed a state of social apathy: “In Slovenia, 

there is a culture of apathy being developed, where is commonly accepted that after the 

collapse of socialism, ‘we can’t change anything’” (Volcic and Erjavec, 2012, quoting 

Smrke, 2012; see also Splichal, 1995). This attitude is specific to the other countries in 

the region, too. The journalists in Eastern Europe practiced a partisan journalism and thus 

became the spokespeople of the political actors/parties (see Coman, 2003). In what 

follows, I will be able to trace much of this intermingling between politics and media. 

But, as I will show, portraying journalists as mere mouthpiece of political parties is 

insufficient to appreciate the evolving relationship between journalists and politics until 

2009, more and more characterized by social distance, irony or even disgust (as 

exemplified by the decision of Adevărul not to cover the political campaign in 2009) 

Another aspect which has to be considered to better understand the relation 

between media and politics in post-communist Romania is the tabloidization of media 

which changed the perspective on politics due to a strong focus on scandals and conflicts. 

As Coman (2003) noted: “[this] led to the perception of the political phenomenon as a set 

of personal conflicts or dramatic accidents, and further to the loss of the reputation of the 

political actions as a factor of social change and progress” (p. 42). This furthered the 

media cynicism expressed toward the end of the second decade of communism. 

Therefore, the next two chapters show how the role of the leading newspapers in the 

society changed over time from the platforms of the political parties/actors to cynical 

observers of politics in Romania.  
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We can gain a better understanding of the evolution of these two discourses in 

media and politics if we study the changing structure of these two fields. The increasing 

irony/cynicism of journalists went hand in hand with changes in the media landscape in 

Romania, characterized by broader competition and the need to distinguish oneself as a 

unique voice. On the other hand, with respect to politics, the fall of Ceaușescu led to an 

initial process of apparent political fragmentation. In spite of the impressive number of 

parties running for Parliament in the early 1990s, many of them were just created for 

personal advantages given by the electoral laws (e.g. electoral funds, offices, public 

visibility).
138

 With few exceptions, the political stage was dominated by the same 

political formations under different names or configurations during the first two decades 

of post-communism which reveals the tendency of politics in Romania to become a 

closed system (see Brâncoveanu 2006, Ciobanu 2006).
139

  

In the early 1990s the main political forces were the National Salvation Front (the 

political formation which emerged after the 1989 Revolution using the institutional 

infrastructure and personal of the former communist party), the historical parties 

represented by the National Liberal Party (PNL) and the Christian Democratic National 

Peasants’ Party (PNȚCD); and the identity-based parties such as the Democratic Union of 
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 The number of parties registered for the parliamentary elections decreased from 84 in 1990 to 

65 in 2000 and less than 30 since 2004. Sometimes the votes for some candidates/parties did not 

even reach the number of the signatures of support required by the electoral law which often 

made news media claim that different candidates/parties faked the lists of political adhesion.  

 
139

 As Brâncoveanu (2006) noted, the political landscape in Romania in the first 15 years after the 

fall of communism developed as a closed system blocking the ascension of newly formed parties. 

The new parties could only have a chance to become visible in the public sphere and active on the 

political arena when they emerged directly in the Parliament or under the umbrella of a big party. 

Ciobanu (2006) showed that the peak of Romanian politics as a closed system was in 2004 when 

the party structure in the Parliament replicated the one in 2000 although under different names 

and coalitions: “no party is leaving the system, no new party can reach the electoral threshold” 

(Ciobanu 2006, p. 9).  
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Hungarians in Romania (UDMR) or the nationalist parties such as the Great Romania 

Party (PRM) and the Party of the National Unity in Romania (PUNR). The successive 

scissions of the main parties and the changing coalitions led to the polarization of the 

political arena in the second post-communist decade between two offspring of the FSN: 

the Social Democrat Party (PSD, former PDSR, former FDSN, and former FSN) and the 

Democrat Party (PD, former FSN).
140

  

Political migration was a common trend of the Romanian politics, not only in 

terms of party alliances, but also in terms of political actors switching sides in order to 

keep their personal privileges. This indicates that parties in Romania rather represented 

“networks of mobilization … dependent on the leader” (Brâncoveanu 2006, p. 3) than 

political formations with clear doctrines (see also Gallagher 2005). This situation was 

mirrored by the public opinion: the Romanians voted emotionally rather than 

ideologically. The way that communism was framed depended very much on the personal 

interests of the leader and his capacity to mobilize, which could lead to different 

characterizations of communism by the same actors, undermining their credibility.  
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 The right-wing party PNL coalesced with both the center-right formations (PNȚCD, PD) and 

the political (center-) left (PSD) at different moments in time. 
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CHAPTER 6: THE DISCURSIVE END OF COMMUNISM 

 

This chapter draws on the political campaigns for presidential/parliamentary 

elections in Romania during the first decade of post-communism to show how the 

dominant discourse regarding the starting point of a new society changed (from 

December 1989 to November 1996) and how the Romanian identity got a new dimension 

(Christianity) which furthermore influenced the understanding of communism (as the 

Other through the identification with atheism).   

 

The 1990 elections as the official break with communism 

The first democratic elections in Romania were organized on May 20, 1990 and 

represented the only elections in post-communist Romania in which the president 

received an absolute majority already in the first round. 
141

 There were 84 parties 

officially registered for the 1990 parliamentary elections, but only three candidates to 

presidency: Ion Iliescu (FSN), Ion Rațiu (PNȚCD), and Radu Câmpeanu (PNL). The 

former won the elections with 85.07%, while the FSN was the uncontested winner of the 

parliamentary elections.
142

 The news media mainly focused on the presidential candidates 

and their parties: FSN, PNL and PNȚCD. The newspapers were strongly biased in the 
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 The news stories analyzed for this section were selected from the whole month of May 1990. 

The elections day coincided with ‘the Sunday of the blind man’ in the Orthodox Calendar: the 

day in which Jesus Christ passed near by a blind man and healed him. The newspapers referred to 

this day in different ways, according to their political preference. Thus, TL claimed that the 

elections day represented the day of awakening for the Romanian people (see Sorescu 1990, May 

16) while RL stated that the FSN received so many votes because people were ‘blind’ and 

ignorant.  

 
142

 The presence of the Romanian electorate on the elections day was 73%. Radu Câmpeanu 

obtained 10.64 % and Ion Rațiu only 4.29%. The FSN won the parliamentary race with 

approximately 67 %, followed by UDMR, PNL, PNȚCD and the Ecologist Movement.   
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early 1990s: both Adevărul and Tineretul Liber (TL) turned into the voice of the PDSR 

while RL adopted a strong anti-communist stance and was against Ion Iliescu and his 

party.
143

 RL suggested that Iliescu got support from two categories of people:  the 

ignorant and the ‘interested’ ones (see Constantinescu 1990, May 19). The latter 

consisted of members of the communist nomenclature, but also of the technocrat elite 

which did not want to lose its privileges.
144

  

The analysis of the news media reveals that the presidency was disputed by a 

former communist (and anti-Ceaușescu dissident) and two anti-communists among which 

one was a political prisoner under communism. The competition could be also seen as a 

struggle between an insider and two outsiders among which one did not experience 

communism at all, as suggested by their biographies. Ion Iliescu was the leader of the 

communist students in the early 1950s.
145

 Since 1967 he was the prime-secretary of the 

Communist Youth Union (UTC), the head of the Central Committee Department of 

Communist Propaganda and the minister of the youth-related issues. He fell into disgrace 

after 1971 being perceived as a threat for Ceaușescu and thus was removed from the main 
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 The electoral campaign in 1990 did not include paid messages in the newspapers. 

 
144

 Different than in other countries such as the Czech Republic and Poland, where the technocrat 

elite coalesced with the anti-communist dissidents against the former communists and advocated 

a neoliberal model of democracy as a sign that they purged themselves from communism (see 

Eyal, Szelenyi and Townsley 1998), in Romania it was rather only the intelligentsia (including 

anti-communist dissidents) which adopted a very anti-communist discourse and embraced 

neoliberalism (see Preoteasa 2002), while the technocrats opted for Iliescu and his party. 

Bockman and Eyal (2002) explained that the success of neoliberalism in Central Europe was not 

the victory of the Western capitalism over the Russian communism, but it was caused by the 

transnational networks in which the Eastern European economists were involved. Therefore, once 

communism collapsed they followed their own political and professional interests by getting 

support from these same transnational networks. In the Romanian case, known as an isolated 

closed system, it should be investigated how well connected the technocrats were in the 

transnational networks so that to have outside support once they opted for neoliberalism. 

However, the historical experience suggests that these links were much weaker.     
145

 During the repression of the student movements in the late 1950s, Ion Iliescu was the secretary 

of the Central Committee of the Working Youth Union.  
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positions in the Central Committee of the Romanian Communist Party (PCR), but still 

occupied important positions in the local administration.
146

 Ion Rațiu was a member of 

the PNȚCD who left Romania in 1940 to work for the Romanian Embassy in London. 

When a fascist government was installed in Romania, he received political asylum in the 

UK. He claimed that he was under the constant surveillance and threat of the Securitate: 

“the fact that the last group of specialists sent by Securitate … to kill me is notorious 

worldwide” (Ion Rațiu in Ungureanu 1990, May 15). Therefore, he tried to suggest that in 

spite of the fact that he did not live in communist Romania he was still a victim of 

Ceaușescu’s regime. Rațiu returned to Romania in January 1990 and together with 

Corneliu Coposu (former member of the National Peasant Party who stayed 17 years in 

the communist prisons) revived the PNȚCD. The PNL leader Radu Câmpeanu was the 

president of the Student National Liberal Youth after the WWII. In 1947 he was arrested 

and stayed in prison for nine years. In 1973 he managed to go to France where he 

received political asylum. Câmpeanu returned to Romania in January 1990 and created 

the Association of the Former Political Prisoners besides the PNL.  

The news media discourse mainly overlapped with the political discourse by 

reproducing entire public speeches of the political actors or entire transcripts of the 

broadcast electoral debates. During the electoral debate on the (state) public television 

(published in Adevărul and România Liberă), Iliescu’s counter-candidates tried to use 

their absence from Romania toward their advantage: “if we look to the East I would vote 

for Ion Iliescu, but if we look to the West, Mr. Iliescu has no credibility” (Ion Rațiu in 
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 He was as the secretary of Communist Propaganda in Timișoara (1971 -1974), the prime-

secretary of Iasi County (1974-1979). Since 1979 Iliescu returned to Bucharest first as the head of 

National Council of Hydrology (1979 - 1984) and then as the director the Technical Publishing 

House (see Tismăneanu, 2007).  



 
 

193 
 

‘Candidații …’ 1990, May 19). This argument regarding the opportunity of Romania to 

break with its communist (Soviet) ties was strongly attacked by Ion Iliescu who tried 

instead to revive national feelings of pride and sovereignty: “the establishment of 

democracy in Romania has to be done considering the Romanian realities instead of 

copying other foreign models. We already copied a foreign model which led us to 

bankruptcy” (Ion Iliescu in ‘Candidații …’ 1990, May 19); “we are already in Europe … 

we should change the mentality according to which we perceive ourselves as the poor 

relative or somebody else’s trailer” (Ion Iliescu in ‘Candidații …’ 1990, May 19).
147

 

Therefore, Iliescu did not reject the idea of democracy but argued against the normative 

schema imposed from outside, which just like communism might bankrupt the society. 

Choosing a Romanian path to a democracy suited to the national characteristics was seen 

as preferable. Iliescu argued that Romanians preferred a society based on the promises of 

socialism (betrayed by Ceaușescu) instead of a neo-liberal democracy, which supposedly 

would lead to social injustice. Therefore he maintained the former communist discourse 

about the good socialism vs. evil capitalism.148 
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 Adevărul reinforced his discourse suggesting that Romanians did not want to become the new 

subaltern of another global power. It pointed to the fact that the European Community imposed 

detrimental rules to the new members: “Spain had to destroy thousands of orchards of olives, 

orange and lemon trees, and thousands of vineyards because they are also growing in other 

countries and the Iberian surplus would have affected their value and price” (Novăceanu 1990, 

May 18).  

 
148

 In opposition to Ion Iliescu, both Rațiu and Câmpeanu pleaded for a radical change for 

Romania through a shock therapy: “any delay in this field of modernization and liberalization of 

the economy means to become a laggard especially when we look at our neighbors that already 

started this process for a while” (Radu Câmpeanu in ‘Candidații …’ 1990, May 19). Rațiu 

proposed the model of Great Britain under Thatcher as a desirable path for Romania. He 

suggested as initial measures radical privatization, education funded by student taxes covered 

through student loans, and service economy to compensate the closing of the unproductive 

industries.  
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Ion Iliescu was framed positively by both Adevărul and TL which insisted on his 

dissidence against Ceaușescu and ignored the fact that he occupied leading positions in 

the communist structures, as exemplified by the following quote: “known by the large 

public … as an exponent of hope for better change and as a dignified opponent of the 

former regime” (Perva 1990, May 26). In an interview for TL, Ion Iliescu introduced 

himself as the son of a railway worker (suggesting thus that he represented the working 

class) and as an opponent of Ceaușescu’s regime: “my conflict did not resume to the 

conflict with Ceaușescu. Ceaușescu’s dictatorship personified a particular reality of the 

political structures: it was the result of a system which … had nothing related to the idea 

of socialism” (Ion Iliescu in Perva and Sorescu 1990, May 9). He thus tried to escape 

criticism that he was a fervent communist, while at the same time remaining committed 

to the ideals of socialism. RL contested Iliescu’s claims of authentic dissidence: “how 

could a secretary of the Central Committee be sent for reeducation in 1971 when he was 

named as a county’s secretary of communist propaganda?” (Roznoveanu 1990, May 11) 

RL accused Ion Iliescu and the FSN of attempts to enforce a perestroika in Romania by 

referring to Iliescu’s first statements in December 1989 regarding the need to reconstitute 

the former structures: “Mr. Ion Iliescu did not consider the possibility to create new 

democratic structures, but … the reconstruction of the old power structures” (Roșca-

Stănescu 1990, May 11); “he wished to see the fulfillment of the noble ideals of 

communism and socialism in our country” (Gheorghiu 1990, May 12). RL thus concluded 

that the FSN was “the democratized communist party” which simulated a revolution, a 

democracy and free elections (Buzinschi 1990, May 20). 
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Adevărul and TL reproduced Iliescu’s claims that the public requests for lustration 

were only the result of the manipulation practiced by the opposition parties to hinder him 

from running for presidency: “there is a clear similitude between the attempts organized 

on the streets and those in the Provisory Council for National Unity to block some 

people’s path to elections” (Ion Iliescu in Perva and Sorescu 1990, May 10).
149

 On the 

one hand, he accused PNL of being the puppet master of people supporting the 

Proclamation of Timișoara as the following quote in TL shows: “the point 8 … doesn’t 

represent the opinion of people in Timișoara … the idea does not even belong to the 

authors of the Proclamation of Timișoara: the PNL proposed the same formulation during 

the debates for the electoral law” (Ion Iliescu in Perva and Sorescu 1990, May 10). On 

the other hand, Iliescu repeatedly referred to the (anti-communist) protesters in the 

University Square as manipulated and paid by the PNȚCD, a narrative reinforced by 

Adevărul. His accusations were rejected by Ion Rațiu, quoted in RL: “I share the ideas of 

fight against communism which animated the protests, but the thousands and even tens of 

thousands of people came there every day for their political ideas and not for my money” 

(Ion Rațiu in Butnaru 1990, June 26).  

Another point of discontent in the political campaign was the date of the elections. 

The historical parties tried to delay it so that they would have more time to organize and 

to attract supporters. According to PNȚCD, the former communist leaders who seized the 
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 During the debates for the electoral law in the Provisory Council of National Unity (CPUN), 

the historical parties had to accept the right of the former members of the communist 

nomenclature (and thus the right of Ion Iliescu) to candidate in the parliamentary and presidential 

elections. They received in return both the right to nominate people who lived abroad for 

presidential race and the right to benefit from funds from abroad. This compromise was presented 

by Adevărul as being fair to all parties involved, claiming that the inclusion of point 8 from the 

Proclamation of Timișoara would have hindered people to vote as they wished (see Novăceanu 

1990, May 3).  
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revolution were in a hurry to organize elections before losing their public support 

especially because people started to question the nature of the Revolution, as suggested in 

a PNȚCD press release published in TL:  

the former communist activists benefitted from the power vacuum, seized the 

power and presented themselves as anticommunists … the government started 

to organize elections in a hurry to get legitimacy for the new regime … 

correctly perceived as the successor of the former communist regime (Bunescu 

1990, May 25). 

This quote reveals the emergent narrative about the stolen Revolution by former 

communists who tried to hide their past.  

To dissociate the FSN from the Romanian Communist Party PCR, Ion Iliescu 

claimed that the Revolution toppled both Ceaușescu and his communist regime, as his 

public letter published in all three newspapers showed: “the Revolution in December 

overthrew not only a dictatorship but also the perverted political system which generated 

it … the communist system” (Ion Iliescu in ‘Scrisoare …’ 1990, May 12). Furthermore, 

the collapse of Ceaușescu’s regime supposedly meant the dissolution of the communist 

nomenclature as well as the Securitate: “once the ‘leading force’ and the totalitarian state 

were overthrown, both the nomenclature and the Securitate disappeared as institutions” 

(Ion Iliescu in ‘Setea …’ 1990, May 12). These statements show that Iliescu referred to 

communism as a closed chapter in the Romanian history. In this context, lustration was 

unjustified: “there could be people of the former nomenclature who did good things and 

people who were not part of the nomenclature but still carry bigger responsibility for 

participating to and committing abuses, and for participating to and committing crimes” 
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(Ion Iliescu in ‘Candidații …’ 1990, May 17). Iliescu thus suggested that the perpetrators 

were only the direct authors of abuses and crimes (the executants), different than his 

counter-candidates who claimed that the moral authors of communism were as guilty as 

the executants and thus a lustration process was justified and necessary.  

Iliescu furthermore pleaded against any blanket punishment (described as 

reversed communism) and stated that the system can only be changed from inside, 

meaning that Romania still needed the communist technocrats: “those who are able to 

bring reform are exactly those who already have a general experience in the system” (Ion 

Iliescu in ‘Candidații …’ 1990, May 17); “they cannot be blamed just because they were 

members of the old structures; they are people with professional qualities” (Ion Iliescu in 

Perva and Sorescu 1990, May 10). RL claimed that the FSN exploited the fear of the 

PCR’s former members that they could suffer from repercussions if the historical parties 

came to power given that their leaders were framed by both FSN and its subservient 

media as trying to reestablish the pre-communist order, and thus to restore the lands to 

the former landlords who would transform the peasantry into serfs, to give back the 

factories to former magnates who would leave the workers out of jobs, and to sell the 

country to foreign capitalists (see Constantinescu, 1990, May 19). The communist 

strategy to demonize capitalism and describe it in terms of unemployment, inflation, 

inequality, poverty, immorality, drugs and violence had thus reverberations even after 

Ceaușescu’s death, as RL suggested: “the executed dictator can be satisfied. His edifice 

did not collapse” (Ceaușu 1990, May 22). This discourse about the risks of a shock 

therapy seemed stronger than the attempts of both Câmpeanu and Rațiu to deconstruct the 

fear of anti-communism by making a distinction between oppressed and oppressors: “not 
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all the 3.8 million communists were authentic communists, but those who benefitted – the 

nomenclature – have a responsibility because they were the direct beneficiaries of this 

regime” (Ion Rațiu in ‘Candidații …’ 1990, May 19). According to Rațiu, Romania could 

come to terms with its past only through a trial of communism based on the identification 

of authors and victims of communism: “there should be a white book explaining who 

were the members of the nomenclature and what they did … where did all the 

communists disappear? There are no communists in Romania? Not at all?” (Ion Rațiu in 

‘Candidații …’1990, May 19). This discourse was reinforced by RL. 

By turning into direct participants in the political battle before the elections, the 

news media presented the electorate as being at the same time both naïve and able to 

discern the truth among rumors. TL described the anti-FSN protesters as a manipulated 

and intolerant crowd (Gerardi 1990, May 15) in contrast to the FSN supporters: “a mature 

nation with clear discerning capacities” (Sragher 1990, May 15). On the contrary, RL 

framed the FSN supporters as manipulated and ignorant people who “manifested their 

enthusiasm and support … in an exalted way fully resembling the North-Korean way. 

They even created an appropriate slogan in this key: ‘the sun rises when Iliescu appears’” 

(Lazăr 1990, May 3). Therefore, the common people were described as subjects to 

government/state control and not as a real source of power and legitimacy. 

The results in the elections worried everybody. The low percentages obtained by 

the historical parties were surprising ever for the FSN which could thus be perceived as 

the new ‘unique’ party replacing the PCR. Both Adevărul and TL praised the Romanian 

nation for the way it voted but they were nevertheless concerned with the lack of a 

constructive opposition in the Parliament: “the FSN is an embarrassing situation due to 
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the heterogeneous majority and it will now be forced to build itself from its imagination 

an opposition which the newly formed Government will have to treat as real” 

(Novăceanu 1990, May 25); “a political formation which obtained an impressive majority 

is almost in the situation to invent itself an opposition to its own benefit and for the 

survival of democracy” (Munteanu 1990, May 26); “the Front is not yet a party and its 

quite heterogeneous structure could lead to opposition of different internal groups at a 

particular moment” (Perva 1990, June 8).  Therefore, the solution which the pro-FSN 

media suggested was an opposition internal to the FSN. TL and Adevărul did not seem to 

reflect upon the risk of a simulated democracy, ignoring that such an opposition invented 

to fit external normative schema could cannibalize the real (even feeble) opposition 

represented by the (anti-communist) historical parties. In this way the FSN would have 

maintained a hegemonic position through an illusion of opposition.
150

 For instance, the 

requests regarding a trial of communism and the counter-narratives regarding the 

Revolution were at stake given that such claims were not voiced inside the FSN and thus 

a debate about the recent past was blocked.
151

  

Trying to explain the failure of the historical parties, Adevărul listed several 

possible causes. First, the label “historical” did not help the opposition because it did not 

represent anything for the young people, while it could have triggered unpleasant 
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 For a theoretical discussion see Gramsci 1971 on state, political society, and civil society. 

 
151

 This prophecy would become reality 15 years later when the main candidates to the 

parliamentary elections were the offspring of the FSN, as will be shown and discussed in the 

following chapter. However, the scission came as the result of divergent approaches regarding the 

path taken by Romania (shock therapy vs. gradual transition) and not as a purposive action to fit 

external normative schemata according to which a democracy presupposes a strong opposition to 

the leading party.  
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memories for the older people.
152

 Second, nominating people who lived abroad was 

disadvantageous due to the understanding of victimhood as an inside process (those who 

left Romania lost their status as victims and thus were perceived as outsiders). Third, the 

age of the candidates was a drawback given that the former members of the PCR were 

afraid that the representatives of the historical parties looked for revenge due to their own 

sufferings under communism. Fourth, people associated the University Square 

phenomenon with the electoral promises of the historical parties and thus they voted for 

the FSN being scared of anarchy (this argument was in line with Adevărul’s negative 

framing of the University Square movement). Fifth, the excessive use of anti-communism 

was a reason to push the electorate away: “in Romania, communism was an empty notion 

for long time. The dictatorship did not control people through ideology, but through 

force. Therefore, anti-communism is not an appealing strategy” (Popescu 1990, May 26). 

TL invoked similar arguments suggesting that the historical parties were associated with 

the University Square perceived as a threat against democracy, and that the strongly anti-

communist discourse scared the electorate: “in this electoral battle those who overused 

communism as the bogeyman lost … they have no idea about the social, cultural and 

economic reality” (see Năstase 1990, May 25). TL claimed that under these 

circumstances, people felt more secure with the promises of the FSN:  

more than seven million people are state employees and cannot accept an 

instantaneous privatization and almost four million former members of the 

Communist Party are terrorized by the anticommunist psychosis … Ion Iliescu 

understood the dialectic truth that that from extreme left one can easily move to 
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 For instance, Adevărul claimed that the coal miners did not vote for the PNȚCD because they 

still kept the memory of the brutal repression of the 1929 miners’ strike under the governance of 

the National Peasant Party.  
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the left-center but not directly to the right as his adversaries proposed 

(Costandache 1990, May 31). 

Therefore, different than other countries in the region (e.g. Poland, 

Czechoslovakia) where the dominant discourse was an anti-communist one in the early 

1990s (see Eyal, Szelenyi and Townsend, 1998), this was rather a counter-discourse in 

Romania, promoted only by RL and the historical parties. This difference might be 

explained, on the one hand, by the power of the collective memory of the pre-communist 

times – as constructed under communism – which persisted after 1989 and which 

depicted pre-communism in Romania as times marked by social injustice. On the other 

hand, the tensions between understanding communism as the Other while fearing anti-

communism might be explained through the nature of communism in Romania where 

there was no strong dissident movement similar to Solidarity in Poland to enforce a 

dominant anti-communist discourse.  

RL identified the collective fear of change was the most powerful weapon used by 

the FSN against its opponents: “the dark prophecies about unemployment, inflation and 

economic chaos made them feel unsecured” (Ceaușu 1990, May 22). It nevertheless 

acknowledged that the historical parties made several mistakes: excluding younger 

members from the leadership, trying to link their political goals with the pre-communist 

experiences, and the promise that the communist structures would be dismantled: “the 

structures are not empty, they are populated with human beings so that with or without 

intention, the FSN absorbed the political, professional and administrative elites … these 

elites saw FSN as the only savior from the anticommunist threat” (Ceaușu 1990, May 

22).  
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Ion Iliescu claimed that the elections represented the official break with 

communism which would furthermore end the isolation of Romania in his inaugural 

discourse on June 20, 1990, published in Adevărul and TL (see ‘Domnul …’ 1990, June 

21). His arguments were contradicted by the representations of the elections in foreign 

media, as reiterated by the national newspapers. According to the foreign media, 

Romania was in discordance with the other countries in the region where people 

sanctioned the former communists and voted for a radical change. RL agreed with this 

criticism but blamed the repressive regime of Ceaușescu for the Romanian option of an 

“original democracy.” Different than in countries such as the Czech Republic, Poland or 

Hungary where the opposition parties were organized even before the fall of communism, 

the dictatorship of Ceaușescu did not allow such an organized dissident movement. While 

the communist (reformed) parties remained in power until the elections in all the other 

countries, the apparent disappearance of the Romanian Communist Party from the 

political stage confused the electorate: 

after December 22, the political forces connected to communist regime 

disappeared as a river in the dessert. They disappeared but reappeared in another 

place, with another color and mixed with other forces, with other waters … an 

attentive observer could ask against whom did the National Salvation Front win 

the elections: against the communists or against the anti-communists?” (Ceaușu 

1990, May 22).  

Adevărul and TL offered a different explanation for the choice of the Romanians 

which was in line with the discourse of the FSN about communism as a closed chapter in 

the Romanian history due to the Revolution: “while in other countries communism was 
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abolished through elections, communism in Romania was abolished through a 

Revolution” (Sorescu 1990, May 24). This statement clearly shows the importance of the 

interpretation of the Romanian Revolution as a clear cut with the communist regime for 

the most powerful political players in the transition, the FSN. The analysis of the 1990 

electoral campaign shows that the dominant discourse in the public sphere with respect to 

communism and the Revolution was the one advanced by Ion Iliescu and the FSN, 

reinforced by Adevărul and TL. The counter-discourse promoted by the historical parties 

and echoed by RL was only in an emergent phase, getting stronger in the following years, 

as the rest of this chapter will show.  

 

1992: A Christian nation stuck in communism 

Seventy-nine parties took part in the 1992 parliamentary elections and six 

political actors ran for presidency on September 27, 1992.
153

 The political poles of power 

changed significantly in 1992 compared with 1990. No longer was there one dominant 

party, with one dominant discourse promoted by most of the major newspapers. Instead, a 

new form of pluralism established itself. This development was reinforced by the split of 

the FSN in March 1992 when the ex-premier Petre Roman became the FSN president. 

Unsatisfied with this situation, some members left the party and formed the National 

Front of Social Democracy (FDSN), nominating Ion Iliescu as a candidate to 
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 The second democratic elections were organized only two years after the first ones as the 

result of the enforcement of the new Romanian Constitution adopted in November 1991. The 

political stage comprised more than 140 parties, but only 79 took part in the elections. 16 parties 

managed to receive more than 1% of votes, and only 12 managed to reach the threshold of 3% to 

enter the Parliament (see Radu, A. 2011). 
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presidency.
154

 The main opposition parties (PNȚCD, PNL, PSDR, and UDMR) and 

different non-governmental organizations which emerged during the anti-communist 

protests in 1990 (e.g. Civic Alliance, the Association of the Political Prisoners in 

Romania, the Student Solidarity, the Association December 21) coalesced under the 

Romanian Democrat Convention (CDR) in 1991.
155

 The CDR’s candidate to presidency 

was the president of the University of Bucharest, Professor Emil Constantinescu.
156

 The 

FDSN obtained about 35 % in both chambers of the Parliament, followed by the CDR 

with about 24 % and the FSN with circa 13 %. The news media mainly focused on the 

discourse and actions of FDSN, CDR, and FSN as well as on the two favorite candidates 

to presidency: Ion Iliescu and Emil Constantinescu.  

None of the analyzed publications favored Ion Iliescu before the first round of 

elections. Adevărul became the supporter of the FSN, while TL and RL militated for a 

more radical change.
157

 RL turned into the platform of the CDR and its candidate: “we 

wish good luck to the Democrat Convention in Romania and to Emil Constantinescu” 

(‘Firescul…’ 1992, September 24). After the first round of the elections, Adevărul 

indirectly supported Ion Iliescu by suggesting that Emil Constantinescu had no chance to 

                                                      
154

 The FSN opted for a less known figure in the race for presidency: the medical doctor Caius 

Traian Dragomir.  

 
155

 Due to internal conflicts, the PNL split and only a minority remained in the CDR which turned 

the PNȚCD into the leading party of the coalition. 
156

 The other three candidates to presidency were Gheorghe Funar nominated by the Party of the 

Romanian National Unity (PUNR), Ioan Manzatu from the Republican Party, and Mircea Druc 

(independent). Mircea Druc was the premier of the Republic of Moldova (1990-1991). His double 

citizenship allowed him to candidate in the Romanian elections, promoting a unionist doctrine. 

Gheorghe Funar was a nationalist who was the mayor of Cluj-Napoca (a main city in 

Transylvania) since 1992 to 2004. 

 
157

 The discursive change of Adevărul can be also explained through the change in the newsroom 

after the internal conflicts in 1991 materialized through the elimination of the former editor in 

chief Darie Novăceanu and the appointment of a new editorial leadership. 
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win: “Emil Constantinescu realized he is on a roof but he remained without scaffolding. 

Who still believes that today’s opposition is anything else than a conglomerate of 

frustrations and hopes … is predisposed to illusions” (Andon 1992, October 8). It thus 

suggested that the opposition did not have a clear platform and accused it of intolerance 

and desire for revenge: “the absolutist historical revanchist policy, the intolerance … the 

contestation of everything which does not correspond to the narrow party interest … 

created the impression that the weakening of the radicalism is only circumstantial” 

(Andon 1992, October 15). In this way Adevărul returned to its 1990 pro-Iliescu 

discourse of 1990.  

One novelty of the 1992 electoral campaign was the emergence of electoral 

advertorials in newspapers and therefore the remaining part of this section discusses first 

the political discourses that unfolded in the paid electoral messages, as well as in the 

public letters and the transcripts of public speeches published in the analyzed 

newspapers, and then the news media discourse.    

 

Political discourse: national unity and national reconciliation 

The CDR’s campaign in print media consisted of messages signed by Emil 

Constantinescu (direct style, first person narratives), while the FDSN rather opted for 

advertorials signed by people from Iliescu’s campaign team (third person narratives). 

This stylistic choice shows that Constantinescu tried to engage its electorate in the 

political process, while Iliescu still posed as the distant (superhuman) figure of 

(charismatic) authority. The general note of the 1992 electoral campaign was its negative 
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character as scandal politics: all parties and candidates tried to get support rather by 

denigrating their opponents than promoting their own political platforms.
158

  

Ion Iliescu was introduced by his campaign staff as a national hero due to his 

opposition against Ceaușescu and his courage to lead the country during difficult times: 

“when the ruthless dictator reached the apex of power, Mr. Ion Iliescu confronted him 

with courage and dignity” (Preda 1992, September 22); “not often can we find so much 

openness, kindness, and warmth in the psycho-moral stature of a person … Iliescu 

militated invariably for dialogue and cooperation … politically he militated against the 

witch-hunting, revenge and vendetta” (Corbeanu 1992, October 7). Therefore, Iliescu 

tried to appear as a dissident and in this way to weaken the main argument against him as 

a nostalgic of communism/socialism. He insisted on the idea that communism belonged 

to the past: “there are no chances either for Romania or Europe to return to something 

like that … the economic reform and the transition to a market economy already started! 

They cannot be stopped!” (Ion Iliescu in ‘Conferința …’ 1992, October 3-4). If Romania 

was nevertheless refused membership in the European Market, this was only due to the 

nature of the international organizations and not because of Iliescu’s political ideology: 

“the Common Market is a club of the rich” (Ion Iliescu in Simion 1992, September 22). 

In contrast to Ion Iliescu, Emil Constantinescu and CDR were presented negatively in the 

FDSN campaign: “vote the violence cultivated by the Convention and you will see that 

violence would become something usual on the streets” (Alexandru 1992, September 21); 

“can we talk about justice and the separation of powers with such leaders … when even 

now when they do not have the power yet a huge mass of people is already condemned?” 
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 For a theoretical discussion on scandal media, scandal politics and personality politics, see 

Castells (2007). 
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(Iliescu 1992, September 23). The FDSN thus tried to maintain the fear that the coming 

to power of the historical parties (now identified with CDR) meant that many people 

would suffer in the name of anti-communism with its concomitant condemnations. 

In return, the CDR staff presented its candidate as a common man driven by noble 

goals: “Mr. Emil Constantinescu, was, is and will be one of us … his victory would be 

your victory: the people who are not known but who make this nation” (‘Romania …’ 

1992, September 22). Constantinescu tried to appear as the symbol of democracy, 

economic reform and sustainable future: “a lucid president who respects democracy and 

is capable to protect its values and to guarantee the principles of a state based on the rule 

of law” (Constantinescu 1992, September 30). A particular topos of CDR’s discourse was 

religion as a constitutive part of the Romanian identity: “the faith in God kept alive the 

hope and the trust in the future;” “it depends on us to turn the day of September 27, 1992 

into a historical landmark and into the day of Romania’s resurrection;” “our decisions 

will be blessed by God” (Constantinescu 1992, September 21); “we want the school to 

offer education to children and the church to offer faith to people” (Constantinescu 1992, 

September 22); “We are Christians. We do not look for revenge. We forgave our 

perpetrators. We want to install national reconciliation in Romania. Only the prosecutors 

can judge the crimes” (Corneliu Coposu in Iordache 1992, September 22). By evoking 

Christian morals, such as forgiveness and reconciliation, the CDR tried to dissipate the 

rumors that it wanted the power just to restore the pre-war social order in Romania and 

that innocent people would suffer. The CDR referred to the events in December 1989 as 

an unfinished revolution. This narrative would have served its political goals in the 

elections considering that the CDR’s leaders tried to pose as anti-communists and moral 
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people with fear of God (in contrast to the atheist communists). Therefore their coming to 

power through elections was supposed to bring communism to an end and to “resurrect” 

Romania. They claimed that politics should be moral as a first step toward a state based 

on the rule of law. 

The CDR accused the FDSN and Iliescu of bringing Romania to crisis: “we 

wanted a well-organized country governed by responsible leaders … the political forces 

just wanted to share among them the heritage of the dictatorship” (Constantinescu 1992, 

September 22); “for three years the president Iliescu agreed with the impoverishment of 

Romania, with the spread of corruption, with street violence, and approved the total 

failure” (‘Romania …’ 1992, September 22); “Iliescu promises that the reform slows 

down … what he proposes is a stagnation in poverty, a continuation of the uncertainty … 

a prolonged transition in a deserted place” (‘Un vot …’ 1992, October 8). Ion Iliescu was 

also accused of manipulation through fear and hate: “Dej
159

 exterminated the 

intellectuals, Ceaușescu terrorized them, Iliescu threatened them … Iliescu’s era started 

with the barbarian slogan ‘death to the intellectuals!’” (‘Deșteaptă-te …’ 1992, October 

7). Therefore, the CDR tried to undermine the image of Iliescu as an honest man and the 

promoter of national unity, and instead framed him as a communist dictator. The solution 

to the crisis caused by Iliescu and his party was the victory of the CDR which would 

bring change through the empowerment of people: “Romania needs change. Romania 

needs resurrection. Who can make this change … We can. … We are poor, we have a 

tough life, we work a lot for too little money, we have debts and we cannot see anything 

clear for the future” (‘Romania …’ 1992, September 22); “the present obliges us to be 

united in … our desire to break from communism … and rejecting any type of primitive, 

                                                      
159

 First communist leader of Romania 



 
 

209 
 

chauvinist and extremist nationalism” (Constantinescu 1992, September 21); “we want to 

stop the chaos. We want clear laws which everybody would respect. We want public 

institutions to protect the citizens” (Constantinescu 1992, September 22).  

Binary oppositions represented a favorite discursive strategy in the 1992 electoral 

campaign. On the one hand, the FDSN and Ion Iliescu claimed: “people have to choose 

between the politics of peace, social reconciliation and sincere collaboration toward the 

country’s wealth … and the line of social conflicts and disruptions, revenge and hate” 

(Corbeanu 1992, October 7); “the electorate faces the following issue: Iliescu or 

Constantinescu, republic or monarchy” (Alexandru 1992, September 22); “the revolution 

found Mr. Constantinescu as a vice-secretary of propaganda in a party committee in the 

school … the revolution found me as one of the personalities under the most acerb 

surveillance of the Securitate” (Ion Iliescu in ‘Conferința …’ 1992, October 3-4) (see 

table 6.1 below). On the other hand, the CDR stated: “in Romania there is quite a clear 

distinction between two options: one of preservation of the old structures which only 

means stagnation … and another one of profound change through an economic reform 

and a real democratization” (‘Domnul Constantinescu …’ 1992, October 13); “the 

Romanian electorate is called to choose between the real democracy and the ‘original’ 

democracy, between the real reform and a cosmeticized reform with no chances, between 

European integration and isolation, between prosperity and the egalitarian poverty” (Emil 

Constantinescu in Șandru 1992, October 8); “on September 27, we have to choose 

between communism and the civilized Europe” (Corneliu Coposu in Doru 1992, 

September 24); “on October 11 we have to choose again between the future and the past, 

between truth and lie, between hope and resignation” (‘Viitorul …’ 1992, September 28) 



 
 

210 
 

(see table 6 below). 

 

Table 6. Binary oppositions in the political discourses 

 Ion Iliescu and the FDSN Emil Constantinescu and the CDR 
Ion Iliescu and 

the FDSN 
Iliescu = national hero (moral person, 

courageous, former dissident and a 

victim of Ceaușescu and the Securitate); 

Constantinescu =  threat to national 

stability (monarchist, revanchist, 

member of the communist 

nomenclature); 
The FDSN governance = national 

reconciliation, stability, social equity 
The CDR governance = violence, social 

inequalities and social disruptions due 

to “resitutio ad integrum” 

Emil 

Constantinescu 

and the CDR 

Iliescu = communist, collaborator of 

Ceaușescu; 
Constantinescu = the common man 

(“one of us”), believer (as opposed to 

communists supposedly being atheists) 

The FDSN governance = “original 

democracy” consisting of economic 

stagnation, equality in poverty, 

corruption and isolation of Romania 

The CDR governance = authentic 

change, rule of law, reconciliation 

through truth (about the past), moral 

politics 

 

 In contrast to Ion Iliescu, who referred to the Romanian Revolution as the 

successful end of communism, Emil Constantinescu insisted on the idea that the 

Revolution was not finished as long as the former communists were still in power (see 

Table 7 below). He accused Ion Iliescu and the FDSN of trying to maintain the former 

structures so that the former communists could better integrate in leadership positions: 

“communism was based on two premises: history would never find out what happened 

and nobody can be responsible for what happened” (Constantinescu in Ionescu 1992, 

September 25); “their only intention was clearly formulated – they want to prolong the 

transition even more than necessary in order to allow the members of the former 

structures to adapt to the new configurations” (Constantinescu 1992, September 23); 

“Romania is now poorer and more isolated than ever … just for few people of the past to 

keep their positions” (Constantinescu 1992, September 22); “nostalgic profiteers of the 
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communist system, wearing the coat of extremist and chauvinistic nationalism are trying 

to keep their privileges and power positions” (‘Să reclădim …’ 1992, September 23); “the 

revolutionaries not only chanted ‘down with Ceaușescu’ but also ‘down with 

communism’ … the neo-communists confiscated the Revolution … if we are not 

carefully … the future Parliament might comprise even more communists than now” (see 

Micu 1992, September 23). The CDR thus tried to impose a narrative about the 

unfinished revolution contradicting Iliescu’s discourse about the end of communism 

through the 1989 Revolution.  

After the elections, Emil Constantinescu claimed that he lost the elections because 

of the Romanians’ resistance to change as well as their political immaturity, and therefore 

the Romanian society did not manage to get rid of its communist past: “we did not 

manage to break once forever with this wretched communist past” (see Șandru 1992, 

October 6); “a real democratization … can worry a part of the electorate at one moment 

because people cannot imagine the future so that they prefer to remain in a more known 

system” (‘Domnul Constantinescu …’ 1992, October 13). On the contrary, Ion Iliescu 

considered that his victory was the result of the political maturity of the electorate: 

“present to vote like two weeks ago, the Romanian electorate proved its civism and 

responsibility … the Romanian electorate did not vote by chance, but it proved its 

political and social maturity, and its democratic options and beliefs” (‘Domnul Iliescu …’ 

1992, October 13) (see table 7 below). 

The FDSN was also in a direct competition with the FSN. Both of them tried to 

scapegoat each other and to get rid of the negative ballast brought by the difficult 

transition as well as by the communist past (see table 8 below). 



 
 

212 
 

 

 

Table 7. The representations of the recent past in relation to the national identity  

 Communism Revolution Romanian nation 

Ion Iliescu Communism in 

Romania was over 

and had no chance to 

return 

Successful revolution Characterized by civic 

responsibility and 

political maturity 

Emil Constantinescu Communism 

remained in place by 

adjusting to the new 

conditions 

Unfinished revolution Characterized by fear 

of change and 

political immaturity  

 

On the one hand, the FSN framed the FDSN as the successor of the communist 

party: “FSN declines categorically any tentative to become the prisoner of the communist 

demagogy practiced by the FDSN” (Sragher 1992, October 2); “it is sad that a communist 

party is still the most powerful party in Romania” (‘Unii exulta …’ 1992, September 29). 

The FSN thus suggested that the former communists which initially parasitized the FSN 

in 1990 regrouped around Iliescu under the name of FDSN. On the other hand, the FDSN 

tried to scapegoat the FSN for all the hardships in the Romanian society given that its 

leader Petre Roman was the first prime minister in post-communist Romania, who was 

thus accused of nurturing a corrupt government filled by opportunists: 

there are the forces of restoration (grouped under CDR) which want the model 

of pre-war Romania … there also some forces which follow the Western models 

(FSN – A.H.) which can only push Romania to an undeveloped economy which 

essentially leads to the same social structuring – a wealthy minority and difficult 

conditions for the poor (Iliescu in ‘Viitorul …’ 1992, September 24; see also 

Alexandru 1992, September 21; Iliescu 1992, September 23).   
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Therefore, the FDSN suggested that both the FSN and the CDR would bring Romania to 

the same point: a society characterized by inequalities in which many people would 

struggle to survive. In this way, it maintained the communist discourse about capitalism 

as a social evil. 

Table 8. Struggle for legitimacy: FDSN vs. FSN  

 FDSN FSN 

FDSN Governance characterized by gradual 

but sustainable change 
Governance characterized by corruption 

and opportunism  
FSN Communist governance characterized 

by stagnation 
Authentic reform 

   

News media discourse: Turning Iliescu into a villain 

The newspapers criticized the electoral strategies to demonize the political 

enemies and the public understanding of politics solely in terms of its leaders, although 

they also perpetuated this image of politics in Romania. TL claimed that the electoral 

campaign can be reduced to several negative statements over-repeated in the political 

slogans:  

“Ion Iliescu is an old agent of the KGB ready to sell the country to the 

Russians,” “Emil Constantinescu is bought by the Americans and wants to bring 

back the landlords,” “Gheorghe Funar is an extremist nationalist whose wife 

was a Securitate’s informer,” “Mircea Druc is a hidden Soviet agent,” “Caius 

Dragomir is sullen, infidel, and intellectual,” “Ioan Manzatu was sending letters 

of support to Elena Ceaușescu” (Perva 1992, September 24).  

Adevărul decried the paternalist mentality which blocked the economic development of 

Romania: “the prolonged paternalism of the golden age and the pastoral character of the 

vote lead to the remaining of personalities’ role at the center of political life” (Andon 
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1992, September 29). TL suggested that this understanding of the state entirely through 

its leader caused the victory of the FDSN: “in fact not the party supported Mr. Iliescu, but 

Mr. Iliescu managed to bring it into the foreground” (Perva 1992, September 30). 

Therefore, the newspapers criticized the state of Romanian politics as defined by 

charismatic authority. 
160

  

The news media noted that the distribution of votes revealed clear divides in the 

Romanian society in 1992: a generational gap, a rural – urban divide as well as a 

geographic one (Transylvania vs. the rest of the country). According to RL and TL, the 

young people wanted a radical change and tried to convince their parents to vote for Emil 

Constantinescu and the CDR: “Don’t forget! Vote so that we, the children, will not be 

poor;” “Parents, rejuvenate!” (Cipariu 1992, October 7); “parents, you sold us to 

communism again” (Grigorescu 1992, September 30). It was thus reinforced the idea of 

youth as the engine of the Romanian Revolution. The stability promised by Ion Iliescu 

and the FDSN was more appealing to the older generations. Adevărul explained the 

political preference across generations through the political discourses: “Iliescu’s 

discourse … is inexorably related to the past, while Constantinescu’s discourse looks to 

the future through the prism of the present” (Popescu 1992, September 30). Adevărul thus 

suggested that the slow transition proposed by Iliescu represented stagnation in the past 

while the change proposed by Constantinescu meant to envision a (different) future for 

Romania. 

People in rural areas and regions such as Moldova and Oltenia voted for Ion 

Iliescu and the FDSN, while people in the cities and in Transylvania preferred the CDR 

and its candidate: “why should you change the animal which can still work and breed? 
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 For a discussion of types of authorities see Weber ([1947] 2012). 
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Politically speaking, this means that the peasant would rather vote for continuity” (Andon 

1992, October 5); “the first one (Ion Iliescu – A.H.) has already some experience … why 

should we choose another one” (see Stoicescu and Verdeș 1992, October 10 – 11).
161

 The 

geographical distribution of votes was explained by TL through the regions’ role in the 

Revolution: “the regions where people lost their lives in the name of some ideals in 

December 1989 voted for an authentic change, different than the regions where people … 

just watched the show of a live revolution” (Perva 1992, September 30). Therefore, 

people who only experienced the Revolution through television preferred Iliescu. 

During the electoral campaign both TL and RL supported Constantinescu and the 

CDR. TL claimed that the former communists remained in power by just changing their 

clothes (see Stanca 1992, September 23) and framed the FDSN and the FSN as 

responsible for the crisis which characterized Romania in 1992 (see Perva 1992, 

September 24; Lionăchescu 1992, September 30).
162

 Adevărul explained the crisis which 

characterized the Romanian transition to a free market economy as the result of the 

spreading corruption: “the Revolution was also against the corruption … Corruption is 

the death enemy of the reform” (Marin 1992, October 8). Therefore, the Revolution was 

assigned a new ideal. 

 RL accused Iliescu of instigation to hate and violence: “the people of Iliescu 
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 One explanation for Iliescu’s significant votes in rural areas was the fact that many peasants 

became land owners through the Law 18/1991. This law was rather understood as a presidential 

gift instead of an application of reparative justice given that the communists seized the peasants’ 

lands during the land reform. Iliescu’s threat that with the CDR the pre-war landlords are 

returning was a successful political strategy: therefore, Constantinescu wanted to take back the 

land granted by Iliescu (see Băcanu 1992, October 13).  Raising the pensions the year before the 

elections was another popular strategy of the FDSN which translated into more votes for Iliescu.   

 
162

 The change of the political stance adopted by TL, which supported Ion Iliescu and the FSN in 

1990, can be explained through the editorial decision of the newspaper to keep its target audience 

(represented by young people who were the promontories of change in 1992). 
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remain violent” (Stroe Brumariu 1992, September 25, see also Arieș 1992, September 

25); “he instigates to hate” (Neagu 1992, September 25); “the opponents of Mr. Iliescu 

were beaten. This is the original democracy envisioned by Mr. Iliescu” (Corcoz 1992, 

September 25); “forgetting his own appeals to fair-play and to a confrontation of ideas, 

Mr. Iliescu had no constrains from propagating a ‘social chauvinims’” (Paler 1992, 

September 23). In contrast to Ion Iliescu, Emil Constantinescu benefitted from a positive 

image in TL and RL, as a realist candidate offering concrete data about the proposed 

change, without demagogic promises (see Preda 1992, October 9; Stanca 1992, October 

7). Therefore, the news media suggested that Constantinescu embodied the model of a 

democratic president as opposed to Iliescu who was trying to lead through fear in the 

same way the communists did.  

After the parliamentary elections when the FDSN proposed a government of 

national unity, RL and TL accused it of attempts to destroy the credibility of the 

opposition. On the one hand, if the CDR refused the collaboration (as it was expected to 

do), it appeared as if it avoided responsibility. On the other hand, given the hard 

economic situation in Romania, a possible participation of the CDR in the government 

would have deteriorated its image.
163

 The invocation of a government of national unity 

referenced the 1990 self-description of the FSN not as a party but as a political formation 

which reunited all the responsible forces in society. Such a government would have been 

justified in the first year after the fall of Ceaușescu, but in 1992 it would only increase the 

feeling that Romania was in a critical/emergency situation. The FDSN proposal for a 
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 News media also suggested that a government of national unity meant that the situation of 

September 1991 would repeat again (Iaru 1992, October 8; Stoian 1992, October 16). In 

September 1991 the coal miners came to Bucharest because their requests (better salaries, better 

working conditions) were ignored by the Government. During their invasion the premier Petre 

Roman quit his position which made the coal miners return home. 
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government of national unity could also be seen as a strategy of containing social 

protests. 

The newspapers seemed to agree on the socio-economic situation in Romania, but 

they adopted a different approach regarding the clarification of the past. On the one hand, 

Adevărul claimed the democratic reform in Romania was hindered by the struggle over 

the past:  

after almost three post-revolutionary years the foreground of the political stage 

in Romania is still haunted by the ghosts of the past … at the heart of the 

conflicts which tears Romania apart there are two human categories with old 

problems to solve: those who saw the communist roller destroying their lives in 

spite of their permanent opposition and the ‘perestroika’ supporters avant la 

lettre … who saw their careers … destroyed by the revolution (Popescu 1992, 

October 13).  

Therefore, the incapacity of the Romanians to come to terms with their (communist) past 

was seen an impediment to the present and the future development of the Romanian 

society; a main obstacle against national unity. Adevărul also claimed that the active 

population was not interested in political themes such as “the trial of communism, the 

restoration of the monarchy’s skeleton, the exacerbation of the Stalinist tortures” (Andon 

1992, October 5), and therefore it tried to dismiss such claims of restorative justice. In 

this way, Adevărul maintained the same discourse like in 1990. On the other hand, TL 

and RL claimed that national reconciliation can only be attained when the past is 

clarified. This was supposed to be the priority of the political leaders after the 

Revolution; instead it was just ignored by the authorities. Therefore, TL and RL claimed 
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that the 1989 Revolution was unfinished and that the political actors in power were trying 

to impose amnesia regarding the nature of communism in Romania: “most of the people 

forgot too easily or never knew what kind of perfidious enemy communism can be when 

it wants to survive” (Stanca 1992, October 1); “it was not meant for our Revolution to 

succeed in December 1989. We needed and we’ll always need first to clarify our 

thoughts, to understand the times” (Uncu 1992, September 28); “it seems that we were 

naïve when we imagined during the revolution that we exit the nightmare” (Paler 1992, 

October 2).  

All the newspapers referred to Ion Iliescu as a communist and a member of the 

former nomenclature: “when communism reached into the depth of one’s soul then that 

person remains a communist … the president in function proved for almost three years 

that he favors the nomenclature’s mentality” (Stanca 1992, October 8); “in December 

1989, during the anti-communist enthusiasm, he was talking about the eternal ideals of 

communism” (Focșăneanu 1992, September 24); “Mr. Ion Iliescu insists on his 

dissidence against Ceaușescu in the 1970s without realizing that in this way he ignores 

the anti-communist character of the Romanian Revolution” (Stanca 1992, October 8). 

The latter statement is insightful as it clearly reveals the question of authorship of the 

revolution, either of a “socialist” reformer or an anti-communist movement, with all its 

attending consequences for the nature and significance of the achievements of the 

revolution. The vilification of Ion Iliescu by the newspapers shows how the counter-

discourse about him advanced by RL in 1990 became dominant in the news media in 

1992.  

RL not only framed Iliescu as a communist, but also as a perpetrator and an 
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opportunist: “Mr. Iliescu is morally responsible – and not only morally – for the amplest 

repression of students during communism. In 1958-1959, when he was the president of 

UASR, he took part in the direct decimation of students and implicitly of intellectuals” 

(Ionescu 1992, September 23, see also Stănculescu 1992, October 1); “the person who 

claims to be one of us always had an easy life and a huge salary” (Brumariu and Ionescu 

1992, October 17 - 18); “after his return from Moscow, the young family of the 

communist Iliescu managed to arrange for a full equipped residence in Primaverii’s 

quarter – where it is still living – and to benefit from all the advantages granted to party 

activists” (Ionescu 1992, September 25).
164

 RL thus enforced the idea that instead of 

being a victim of communism (through his claimed dissidence against Ceaușescu), Ion 

Iliescu benefitted from both the former and the present regime. 

Both TL and RL explained the victory of Ion Iliescu as the result of the fear of 

change which furthermore translated into stagnation and persistence of communism: “the 

fear represents that main dimension of the daily life. The unemployment, the social 

conflicts, the individual insecurity, the inflation represent psychic factors which produce 

fear” (Gavrilescu 1992, October 14); “we did not exit the nightmare” (Paler 1992, 

October 16); “the electoral game decided: Communism died. Long life to communism! 

… it is said that after the second round of elections, Ceaușescu exclaimed from where he 

is now: ‘if I knew that Iliescu won I would have organized free elections’” (Iuga 1992, 

October 13); “we did not only lose the revolution’s ideals and thus the power, but also the 

people of those days. We found ourselves led again by communists … people lost their 

own revolution. They became again silent, cold, selfish, rude and desperate” (Chesaru 
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 “Primaverii” was a selective quarter in Bucharest were the prominent members of the 

communist nomenclature lived.  
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1992, October 15). Therefore the news media discourse regarding the electorate changed. 

If the voters were depicted as an amorphous mass controlled by the political actors (thus 

lacking agency), two years later they were described as the main agents responsible for 

the results of the elections.  

Communism was still described as a threat against the national identity: “for 40 

years the native characteristics went through a crushing, maceration and flattening 

process which was promoted … by the totalitarian regime” (Andon 1992, September 23). 

According to Adevărul, the Revolution opened a Pandora box: the first visible traits of 

the Romanian nation which emerged in early 1990s were intolerance, radicalism, 

nationalism, and rigidity (see Andon 1992, September 23; Andon 1992, September 25). 

RL depicted a similar image: “far from releasing what is the best in the Romanian nation 

– the fundamental moral values, the events of December 1989 revealed the worst habits: 

Pharisaism, opportunism, imprudence” (Șerbănescu 1992, September 23). This shows the 

contradictions between the imagined national identity and the actual manifestations of the 

Romanian nation. 

To keep people’s memory about (repressive) communism alive, both TL and RL 

published testimonies with former political prisoners, as well as stories about the anti-

communist resistance in the 1950s.
165

 Therefore, RL maintained its 1990’s discourse 

regarding the victims and perpetrators of communism, refusing to accept the narrative 

about equality and unity in victimhood:  

there is no novelty that the Romanian society is divided: on the one hand, there 
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 Once the communists seized the power in Romania different members of the Romanian fascist 

movement (the legionaries) as well as of historical parties hid in the mountains. With the help of 

the local population which provided them with food and clothes, they resisted for nine years, the 

last members being caught in 1958. Most of those caught alive were sentenced to death. 



 
 

221 
 

are those who profited from communism … and on the other hand, there are the 

survivors of the communist prisons, fewer than the former and with no 

economic power, but with moral power, wisdom and humbleness acquired from 

the Christian suffering they experienced. Most of the people are in the middle: a 

whole nation, confused for a while by the communist ideology (Neagu 1992, 

September 25). 

This quote also points to an aspect of communism mainly ignored by the news media in 

the early 1990s: its nature as a process of forced industrialization, meaning that while the 

change of the regime harmed the life of some people, others benefitted from it and saw 

their lives changed to better. For instance, some short interviews with common people 

published in RL revealed why some people voted for Iliescu: “if there was no communist 

party – because this party did a lot of things – I would have been a servant instead of a 

worker. People who were working for the landlord did not have the right to go to school” 

(see Stoicescu and Verdeș 1992, October 10 – 11). Focusing on national victimhood as 

Adevărul or on differentiated victimhood as RL and (later) TL, the news media ignored 

thus a narrative regarding communism which was still persistent in the oral history: 

communism as a process of reorganizing social strata. This furthermore suggests that 

some people voted for the former communist Ion Iliescu because of their gratitude for a 

system which was perceived as responsible for individuals’ moving up on the social 

ladder.
166
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 See also Rostaș and Momoc (2013), Rostaș and Țone (2011, 2012). However, as Boia (2011) 

noted this narrative was questionable because it ignored the other possible ways of development 

of Romania after the WWII. Those who perceived communism as a benefic factor for their 

personal and professional life could have advanced anyway on the social ladder without 

communism as it happened in other countries which did not chose (forced or not) communism 
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As the media platform of Constantinescu, RL echoed his references to religion: 

“we are people who are afraid of God …our former rulers were building churches after 

every battle they won and it took a regime to put Marx instead of God and to force on us 

the infamy that the religion is an opium” (Paler 1992, September 25; see also Cernat 

1992, October 9). In contrast to Constantinescu, Ion Iliescu was vilified for being an 

atheist. RL suggested that his religious beliefs hindered him from being a moral person: 

after studying in Moscow, he became one of the pillars of the atheist education 

in Romania … directly asked if he is an atheist or not he defined himself as a 

free thinker … with such a public statement he shows again how little he knows 

about his people ... Doesn’t he know that we are among the first Christian 

peoples in this world? (Cernat 1992, October 9). 

RL thus described the Romanian nation as being a Christian nation.   

In spite of the victory of the FDSN, the newspapers noted that the opposition had 

chances to become a significant force in the Parliament: “through the pulverization of the 

Front there will be no more an omnipresent and omnipotent dominant party … From now 

on there is a strong enough opposition in the Parliament to counteract the tendencies to 

reinstall the totalitarian machine” (Tinu 1992, September 29). One of the main losers of 

the elections was the FSN. Besides the negative capital accumulated during the first post-

revolutionary governance, TL noted other disadvantages such as the nomination of an 

unknown candidate as well as his discourse centered on capitalism as the future path of 

Romania. According to TL, this concept still carried the same negative connotations like 

before 1989: “due to the indoctrination during the last 50 years, the Romanian nation 

                                                                                                                                                              

such as Greece and Portugal, which were at the same developmental level like Romania before 

the WWII (see Boia 2011, p. 23- 25).  
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perceives capitalism as the hell of the rich people without a fair cause” (Simion 1992, 

October 2). Adevărul also questioned the understanding of capitalism noting that people 

still associated the idea of individual wealth with immoral strategies of climbing the 

social ladder (through cheating and exploitation of others): “the post-revolutionary 

realities do not offer any support … to understand that a fortune can also be the result of 

personal capacity, hard work, entrepreneurial spirit and courage, and competitiveness 

within the clear limits of fair-play” (Andon 1992, September 22). 

Adevărul claimed that one reason for which the CDR lost the elections was the 

promise of international support for Romania: “the electorate already noted one clear 

thing – the Occident is ignoring us, but we are ignoring the Orient” (Andon 1992, 

October 5). Therefore, nationalism was a better political strategy. The focus on topics 

such as “competence, culture, break with the past, past, wisdom” in the CDR’s discourse 

opposed to “resignation, austerity, experience, perseverance, Romanianness, continuity” 

as emphasized by Ion Iliescu represented another weakness of the CDR’s campaign 

(Andon 1992, October 5). The Romanians who were struggling in their daily life 

recognized themselves rather in the discourse of Ion Iliescu while they perceived 

Constantinescu aloof from their own problems.   

One particularity of the 1992 elections was the declared support of the labor 

unions for the reformist forces and especially for the CDR and Emil Constantinescu: “we 

supported and will support the democratic forces represented by the CDR and the FSN” 

(Buligan 1992, October 14); “we consider the elections a double failure: on the one hand, 

they legitimate the crypto-communist forces (FDSN, FSN) as winners … on the other 

hand, they allowed some hostile forces (PSM and PRM) enter the Parliament” (Buligan 
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1992, October 15b); “we don’t recognize a Parliament formed by FDSN, PSM, PRM and 

PUNR … and considering that Ion Iliescu is a neo-communist we will not negotiate our 

claims” (Buligan 1992, October 15a).
167

 The choice of the labor unions to side with 

parties which were associated with the shock therapy might be puzzling. However, the 

framing of the leftist parties as (neo- or crypto-) communist and the understanding of the 

Revolution as an anti-communist movement might explain the choice of the syndicates: 

“we want the definitive elimination of communism, we want democracy, market 

economy, executive competence and economic perspectives;” “it is not understandable 

how we (the Romanian nation) managed to replace a totalitarian communist system with 

a similar Parliament after only two years;” “we accept neither a possible return to 

communism nor a communist government with a ‘human face’” (see Buligan 1992, 

October 15b).  

 

1996: From moral politics to missionary politics 

  The number of the parties running in the parliamentary race decreased from 79 in 

1992 to 48 in 1996, but the number of presidential candidates increased from 6 in 1992 to 

16 in 1996.
168

 The CDR was the winner of the parliamentary elections followed by 
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 Both the labor unions and the student unions invited both Emil Constantinescu and Ion Iliescu 

to debates regarding the future of Romania. Only Emil Constantinescu honored these meetings.  

 
168

 The main candidates to presidency which managed to get more than 1% votes in the first 

round of elections were Ion Iliescu (PDSR – former FDSN former FSN), Emil Constantinescu 

(CDR), Petre Roman (USD), Gyorgy Frunda (UDMR), Corneliu Vadim Tudor (PRM), Gheorghe 

Funar (PUNR), Tudor Mohora (PS). The news media criticized the electoral law which allowed 

an individual to take part in the presidential elections based on a list with 100,000 signatures of 

support. The newspapers claimed that some candidates (especially the independents) falsified 

signatures to qualify for the presidential race. 
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PDSR, USD, UDMR, PRM and PUNR (for a schematic representation of the political 

reconfiguration of the Romanian Parliament from 1990 to 1996 see figure 6.1 below).
169

 

The two political leaders who received the most votes during the first round of 

presidential elections on November 3, 1996 and qualified for the second round were Ion 

Iliescu (PDSR) and Emil Constantinescu (CDR). The later won the presidential elections 

with 54.41 % on November 17, 1996. 

 
Figure 1. The evolution of the political parties in the Romanian Parliament 

 

The news media focused on three presidential candidates (Ion Iliescu, Emil 

Constantinescu, and Petre Roman) and their parties/coalitions: PDSR, CDR, and USD. 

CDR’s campaign focused on the legacy of the PNȚCD founder Corneliu Coposu, who 

died in November 1995. He was known as the main leader of the historical opposition 

and benefited from a positive image in the public sphere especially after his death.
170

 The 

excessive use of the figure of Corneliu Coposu during the CDR’s electoral campaign 
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 Many more parties entered the Parliament in 1990 given that the threshold was 1 % for the 

Senate and 0.26 % for the Deputy Chamber. Only the parties which obtained more than 2% votes 

in 1990 are represented in the figure.  

 
170

 The image of Corneliu Coposu changed radically from the early 1990s when the pro-FSN 

(dominant) media framed him as a revanchist, monarchist, obsessed with power, and advocate of 

a restitutio ad integrum policy to a symbol of morality and national reconciliation.  
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turned Coposu into Iliescu’s main counter-candidate rather than Emil Constantinescu 

especially after the first round of elections.  

The remaining part of the chapter will discuss the main themes of the 1996 

political campaign in relation to communism, the Romanian Revolution and the post-

communist identity as unfolded in both the electoral advertising in print media and the 

news media discourse in Adevărul, RL, and Evenimentul Zilei (EZ).
171

  

 

Political discourse: the appropriation of religion 

The 1996 political campaign was as negative as in 1992. The preferred strategy of 

the political actors in their struggle for public support and legitimacy remained the use of 

binary oppositions such as social peace vs. social unrest, corruption vs. justice, stagnation 

vs. change, national reconciliation vs. hate and violence (see table 9 below).  

Table 9. Binary oppositions in the 1996 political discourses 

 Ion Iliescu/PDSR  Emil Constantinescu/CDR 

Ion Iliescu/PDSR Sustainable change  

vs. 

Negative change 

Social peace Social conflicts 

National reconciliation Hate and violence 

 

Emil 

Constantinescu/CDR 

Statism and bureaucracy  

 

vs. 

Decentralization and private property 

Corruption Justice  

Propaganda and atheism Education and religion 

Russia Western world 

 

Ion Iliescu and the PDSR had to overcome the disadvantage of being in power at 

a time when the life of the Romanians did not improve as expected due to inflation and 
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 The print media market was dominated by Adevărul, Romania Libera and Evenimentul Zilei in 

1996. The latter was thus included in the study instead of Tineretul Liber. 
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unemployment.
172

 This happened while the political leaders seemed to enrich themselves 

which increased the social gap between common people and politicians.  

Following the U.S. model of the Contract with America which brought success to 

the Republicans in the 1994 congressional election campaign, the CDR proposed a 

Contract with Romania for 200 days, advancing a model of social democracy (economic 

reform and social security). In order to convince the electorate that the CDR was ready to 

fulfill its promises, Emil Constantinescu stated that the coalition prepared 15.000 experts 

who were able to deal with the social and economic realities of Romania in 1996: “Two 

years and a half ago we launched a program entitled the Horizon ’96 with the goal to 

select and prepare 15.000 human resources: people who are able to perform a renewal 

process … We will impose moral criteria” (see Ștefanescu 1996, October 28). As this 

quote also indicates, morality was the center theme of the CDR’s campaign. However, 

the claim that the opposition trained its own specialists allowed the PDSR to revive its 

usual narrative against the CDR accusing it of attempts to enforce “a reversed 

communism,” and claiming that the CDR wanted to replace people who were already 

working in the administration (see Ștefănescu 1996, October 28). The PDSR argued that 

in contrast to the CDR plans of political cleansing, Ion Iliescu and his party would bring 

stability; national reconciliation; and national unity (see Iliescu 1996, October 31).
173

 

Therefore, the PDSR electoral campaign did not change significantly since 1992. 
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 The inflation was 38.8 % in 1996, and the unemployment rate was about 6 %. The small rate 

was actually due to the early retirement given that in 1996 the number of pensioners surpassed the 

total of active working population. 

 
173

 One argument was the capacity of the PDSR to bring all the political forces together in 1995 to 

sign the Declaration of Snagov – an agreement regarding the steps that Romania had to follow to 

become a member of NATO and the EU. This claim was denied by the UDMR leaders who 

complained that their party was not invited to sign the document, and discredited by the CDR 
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 Iliescu’s electoral staff presented him as a “native politician” with “energy and 

political intuition, competent and dedicated, modest and honest,” able “to form realist 

political strategies;” “a good man who loves his country and his people in a responsible 

and mature manner” (see ‘De ce …’ 1996, October 29). Therefore he tried to appear as a 

(father-like) moral political leader. The CDR attacked this image questioning Iliescu’s 

capacity to love his nation, linking him to communism: “Since he was a child he lived in 

hate. He only loved the Communist Party which guaranteed him the political ascension 

and career” (Ghilezean 1996, October 31).
174

 After the first round of elections when the 

PDSR lost majority in the Parliament, Iliescu’s discourse became aggressive: “everything 

I did in all these years was to avoid the risk of huge convulsions in people’s life. I am the 

guarantee that you can keep everything you acquired until now” (Iliescu 1996, November 

11); “I am the guarantor of stability! I am the man of reconciliation! I contributed to the 

consolidation of a state based on the rule of law” (see Mitroi 1996, November 7). 

According to Iliescu, chaos and anarchy would reign in Romania without him.  

After the first round of elections, the CDR signed an alliance with the USD to 

support Emil Constantinescu for presidency. This alliance was framed by the two 

political formations as the proof that the opposition (and not the PDSR) was able to bring 

national reconciliation and to place national interests above party benefits, as envisioned 

by the PNȚCD leader Corneliu Coposu: “Exactly one year after the passing to eternity of 

Corneliu Coposu, his dream for the unification of the opposition becomes reality as a sign 

                                                                                                                                                              

according to which the meeting in Snagov was just a formality and therefore Ion Iliescu had no 

merit in bringing political actors together for a common goal (see ‘Confruntarea …’ 1996, 

October 28 - 29).  

an 
174

 The CDR used details from the personal life of Iliescu such as the fact that he had no children 

and that he was abandoned by his natural mother soon after his birth to frame him as an 

insensitive and selfish person. 
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of destiny” (‘Emil …’ 1996, November 11). Therefore, the figure of Corneliu Coposu 

was invoked to justify a coalition between former enemies. In this way, the USD’s 

leading party PD  also tried to attenuate the negative connotations caused by the links 

with the FSN, as expressed through the voices of the students invoking the memory of the 

University Square before the first round of elections: “WE DIDN’T FORGET! The 

League of Students in Romania was THEN and THERE and every time we saw Petre 

Roman (the USD leader – A.H.) on the other side of the barricade nearby Ion Iliescu” 

(Clonda 1996, October 31); “you tried to lie a whole world saying that there were no 

students beaten and molested at the University … you were a professor but among 

students, professors, the University Square, Ion Iliescu you chose the latter. You chose 

the Past!” (‘Liga …’ 1996, October 31).
175

 Siding with the CDR, Petre Roman framed 

Ion Iliescu as a communist: “Frozen in the project of his youth in Moscow, Iliescu did not 

notice that the revolution broke his model’s patterns into thousands of shards … the 

heritage of Mr. Iliescu’s regime is qualified corruption” (see Iurașcu 1996, October 31); 

and suggested that the coalition between the CDR and the USD was the last step toward 

victory against communism: “it is a historical moment; the 1989 Revolution is 

accomplished” (Roman 1996, November 7). Therefore, the 1996 elections were supposed 

to be the (new) end of communism in Romania. 

Emil Constantinescu accused the FDSN/PDSR governance of corruption and 

degradation of politics in Romania (see Constantinescu 1996, October 29). The CDR 

referred to the ‘mineriade’ to exemplify the instigative (communist) tactics used by 

Iliescu: “only united, we can end the Romanian – Romanian war led by Ion Iliescu” 
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 The student unions openly declared their support for Emil Constantinescu, expressed through 

paid messages published in the newspapers.  
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(‘Emil …’ 1996, November 13); “there are only seven days until the end of the World 

War II in Romania! There are only seven days until the end of communism!” (see Iurașcu 

1996, October 29). Therefore the political opposition wanted to instill the idea that their 

victory in the 1996 elections would represent the fulfillment of the Revolution’s ideals.  

Religion was still at the core of the CDR’s political campaign. Emil 

Constantinescu was presented as “the first Christian president of a Christian country” 

who “brings social peace and national reconciliation;” “the authentic man of national 

reconciliation, the president of the Christian reconciliation,” “a president for the 

European integration,” “the guarantor of national unity,” “the most devoted disciple of 

Corneliu Coposu and his moral and political successor” (‘Emil …’ 1996, November 

11).
176

 Constantinescu introduced himself as Messiah, inviting his supporters to became 

the apostles of the CDR:   

Dear friends, go and convince those who are undecided that only we have the 

KEY which closes the gate of poverty and humiliation.
177

 Bring your message 

about the change of Romania to all your relatives, neighbors, and friends. Tell 

them … how elevating the human spirit can be when there is faith in God. 

Remember how persecuted the missioners were … and how they managed to 

Christianize a whole world in spite of all the adversities. As they succeeded we 
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 The opinion polls indicated that the most trustworthy institution in 1996 was the Church (see 

Bucuroiu 1996, November 9). Thus, the CDR discourse corresponded to a particular state of the 

Romanian society. In fact, all the candidates to presidency tried to use religion for their political 

interests by presenting themselves as believers. They participated in religious services and tried to 

attract priests in becoming political advocates for a party or another. For a discussion on the 

relation between religion and politics in post-communist Romania, see Stan and Turcescu (2006).  
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 The key was the logo of the CDR both in 1992 and 1996. 
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will also succeed to bring Romania to the Promised Land (Constantinescu 1996, 

October 29). 

Furthermore, the victory of Emil Constatinescu was presented as the wish of God: 

“millions of people prayed during these days for a better change in Romania” (see 

Scăunașu 1996, November 19); “the good will of the Romanians and the wish of God 

decided” (Constantinescu in Hutt 1996, November 18). The CDR campaign linked 

religion with the need for morality in politics, presenting Emil Constantinescu as the 

promontory of such a change:  

in a country where nobody was responsible for nothing in the last 50 years … 

somebody comes and tell us: “I take the responsibility that if the stipulations of 

our Contract with Romania are not fulfilled … I will suspend the government 

which does not keep its promises and I will request the dissolution of the 

Parliament. If I am not able to do all of this, I will come in front of you to 

resign” (’17 noiembrie …’ 1996, November 14). 

Therefore, morality in politics was seen as the way for the Romanian society to 

purge itself from communism. Such a change in the political arena in Romania was 

supposed to be a new beginning by bringing the 1989 Romanian Revolution to a 

successful end: “it is time that we return to history and to Europe which we were forced 

to leave half a century ago. The crisis of our national destiny can end tomorrow” (‘Emil 

…’ 1996, November 11); “the Romanians … finally managed to leave the shadows of the 

past behind” (Emil Constantinescu in Iacob et al 1996, November 8). The political actors 

made appeal to the language used to describe the Revolution to integrate Iliescu’s 

governance into the communist era which was still understood as an anomaly in the 
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history of Romania. The idea of the elections as Revolution was reinforced in 

Constantinescu’s discourse once he was confirmed the new president of Romania:   

it is the victory of the millions of Romanian citizens who since December 1989 

hoped for this change and who had energy, wisdom and patience to win now 

through the force of their civic options the dignity and the fairness promised by 

the Romanian Revolution. It is the victory of those who died so that today we 

can decide through vote the destiny of the country (see Scăunașu 1996, 

November 19).  

It was thus suggested that the Romanians finally had their own velvet revolution like the 

other countries in Eastern Europe.  

 

News media discourse: Closing ranks against Iliescu 

The relation between media and politics changed from the radical instance of 

either reinforcing the dominant discourse (e.g. Adevărul, TL) or rejecting it (RL) in the 

early 1990s to a more balanced situation in 1996 when the news media adopted a more 

reflecting stance toward politics which can be described as a negotiated position.
178

 This 

indicates the development of the Romanian media toward an autonomous social 

subsystem with the capacity to influence the political agenda.
179

 The newspapers did not 
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 News media interpose between politics and political audiences, and therefore perform a 

decoding/encoding process before the political messages reach their audience. In his study of the 

audience reception, Stuart Hall claimed that the audience is exposed to messages which are 

interpreted (decoded) in different ways. He identified three positions of the decoding process: the 

hegemonic position (the messages are taken for granted), the negotiated position (some aspects of 

the messages are accepted in their encoded form but other aspects might be reinterpreted or 

rejected), and oppositional position (rejection of the text’s code) (see Hall 1980).  
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 For the theoretical discussion of functionally differentiated society see Luhmann (1995).  
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attack each other as they used to do in the early 1990s. On the one hand, the journalists 

seemed to realize that they were members of the same (professional) community no 

matter for which institution they worked, exerting pressure on the political class to 

guarantee the freedom of expression.
180

 On the other hand, all the newspapers seemed to 

agree that the Romanian society needed a change in the political leadership and therefore 

joined the same (dominant) discourse. This agreement on the societal needs led to the 

cohesion in the news media. 

The need for change was nevertheless explained differently by the news media. 

For instance, EZ and Adevărul claimed that the government alternation represented the 

proof that democracy functioned in Romania.
181

 After the first round of elections, 

Adevărul maintained its approach: “for the first time after half a century the Romanians 

are learning that they can change the team in power without a revolution and without 

bloodshed” (Tinu 1996, November 5), but EZ framed the victory of the CDR’s in the 

parliamentary elections as a revolution. Moreover, the victory of CDR made EZ to 

publicly state its support for Emil Constantinescu before the final round of presidential 

elections (see Cristoiu 1996, November 14).
182

 RL described the need for change as a 
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 In 1995 two journalists from a national newspaper were accused of offense against authority 

for claiming that Ion Iliescu was a KGB agent and in 1996 they were sentenced to 12 and 14 

months to prison. While Adevărul did not write about this case during the period of time analyzed 

in this dissertation, both RL and EZ harshly criticized the legal decision. After the journalists 

appealed the verdict, the sentence was removed in 1997.   
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 Adevărul accused the political actors in power of hypocrisy when they self-proclaimed the 

promontories of change (in continuity): “it is understandable that the representatives of the 

opposition want a change, but the claim of those who led the country until now that they want the 

same thing is not” (Tinu 1996, November 4).  
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 To create a strong image that the CDR’s candidate benefitted from a significant public 

support, EZ published the announcements of different organizations, unions, parties 

recommending their members to vote with Emil Constantinescu (see for instance, Evenimentul 
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requirement to get rid of communism, which was associated with Ion Iliescu and the 

PDSR. It furthermore referred to the CDR’s victory as the fulfillment of the 1989 

Revolution.   

Before the first round of elections Adevărul and EZ mainly focused on the present 

rather than on the past discussing issues such as corruption, poverty, unemployment and 

inflation, while RL maintained its anti-communist discourse and linked the problems of 

the present to the communist past. RL claimed that communism in Romania managed to 

create the New Man who became fully visible in the 1990s: “volunteer, Pharisaic, 

indifferent, undecided, selfish, bothered by the truth … unable to protect herself/himself 

from evil … preferring to live in a lie because the honesty and humanity are unknown 

concepts … driven by a patriotic hatred” (see Băcanu 1996, October 28).  The intolerance 

which characterized the Romanian society during the first years after December 1989 was 

thus seen as the result of a trained attitude during the last decades of communism: “the 

most horrible issue under Ceaușescu was that we were forced to hate. We were united 

then by the most disgusting feeling: hatred. We were also sick, not only Ceaușescu. 

During those years, hatred became a type of patriotism” (Paler 1996, October 29). 

Besides intolerance, obedience was another trait of the Romanian post-communist 

society as the inertia of the past collective behavior: “obedience is benevolent today. It is 

not enforced through guns. Perhaps we should begin from here in evaluating the evil in 

which we are drowning” (Paler 1996, November 2). RL thus claimed that obedience 

under communism was not blamable due to the repressive measures employed by the 

Securitate against the citizens, but the tendency of the Romanians to vote for the same 

                                                                                                                                                              

Zilei 1996, November 13) – a practice which reminded about the letters of support for Ion Iliescu 

and the FSN in the early 1990.  
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leaders again and again could not be justified anymore. EZ also pointed to obedience to 

explain why the post-communist Romania did not reach the state of a functionally 

differentiated society: “only Ion Iliescu led Romania … due to their obedience inherited 

from communism, many institutional leaders understood that the ex- General Secretary of 

the Romanian Communist Party was replaced by the democratically elected president” 

(Cristoiu 1996, November 5). 

Corruption completed the image of the post-communist society as described in the 

news media. The newspapers rejected Iliescu’s explanation that corruption was an 

endemic phenomenon in the Romanian society which could only be eradicated from the 

bottom up (from doormen and doctors to public officials and politicians). Instead, the 

news media claimed that the political class was responsible for corruption and reinforced 

the appeals to moral politics.   

All the newspapers framed both Ion Iliescu and the PDSR in a negative light in 

contrast to Emil Constantinescu and the CDR.
183

 EZ recycled many of its own stories, but 

also articles published in Adevărul and RL, to point to the questionable strategies of the 

PDSR to influence the electorate.
184

 From the nation’s savior in 1990, Ion Iliescu came to 

embody the figure of a national anti-hero, being framed as a communist, a Bolshevist, 

and a Ceaușescu-like character in 1996. Adevărul claimed that Iliescu remained stuck in 
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 RL was the only newspaper to contest the right of Ion Iliescu to run for presidency claiming 

that the Constitution stipulated a maximum of two presidential mandates and that the first 

mandate of Iliescu (1990 - 1992) should also be taken into account (see Uncu 1996, October 30, 

Mărculescu 1996, November 1). 
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 The PDSR created ghost NGOs to influence people’s opinion under the mask of independent 

opinion polls (see Gheorghiu 2013, December 30). Other NGOs under the PDSR control 

requested the right to participate as neutral observers in the elections. In this way, the PDSR’s 

people could hide electoral frauds to their party’s advantage. Another scandal was related to 

public money spent to create a positive image of Ion Iliescu and the PDSR abroad in a similar 

manner as Ceaușescu did (see Roșca and Pătrășcanu 1996, October 31).     
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the past being unable to understand that the Romanian realities changed: “stuck forever in 

the mentality of a communist leader who gets and remains in a high position through 

silent but acerb backstage fights … the President is tired. He is tired of the dimensions of 

lie he has to hide” (Popescu 1996, October 28); “Iliescu’s latest presidential campaign 

closely resembles the one four years ago. He makes the same promises. His attacks 

against the opponents kept the same tone and the same language” (Ursu 1996, October 

28). RL republished Iliescu’s first public statements in December 1989 to show that he 

never betrayed his communist ideology while castigating Elena and Nicolae Ceaușescu: 

“They have nothing to do with socialism and with the ideology of scientific communism. 

They spoiled the name of the Romanian Communist Party” (Ion Iliescu in Asavei 1996, 

November 2).  

Iliescu was not only described as a communist but he was often compared with 

Ceaușescu: “ten minutes with Iliescu during three news stories in the same evening news 

program makes the Romanians, who barely managed to escape from another omnipresent 

face, switch the TV channel” (Ciobanu 1996, November 1); “Iliescu like Ceaușescu is 

something that does not finish anymore” (Octavian 1996, November 1); “the communist 

leader Ion Iliescu inherited the whole behavior of Ceaușescu regarding his opponents” 

(Șelaru 1996, November 13); “Mr. Iliescu grasped with his left hand the wrist of the right 

hand of Mr. Roman … Only one time in my life I saw an exactly identical gesture which 

disturbed me in the same way: Nicolae Ceaușescu grasping Elena Ceaușescu’s arm” 

(Popescu 1996, October 28). Adevărul was the only newspaper which mentioned and 

sanctioned the mistake done by Ion Iliescu during one of the debates on TV when he 

called Emil Constantinescu “Mr. Ceaușescu:” “when he realizes that he can lose his 
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position, Mr. Iliescu is immediately thinking of Mr. Ceaușescu. Mr. Iliescu’s mind is 

blocked on the idea that if somebody could take his position, then it is only Mr. 

Ceaușescu and nobody else” (Pavel 1996, November 14).  

Iliescu’s campaign was also criticized by the news media for its violence, as the 

following quote in Adevărul suggests: “the electoral clips invited to hate. Romanians 

were instigated against Hungarians … republicans against monarchists, people in the 

cities against people in the villages, youth against older people” (Tinu 1996, November 

14). Both EZ and RL linked the aggressiveness of the PDSR campaign to the 1946 

elections when the communists came to power through fraud (see for instance Manolache 

1996, October 30; Paler 1996, November 2; Bucurescu 1996, November 7; Iancu 1996, 

October 30). RL also presented commemorative stories about the student movements in 

Timișoara in the late 1950s, which echoed the 1956 Hungarian Revolution. As a result 

many students were arrested and expelled from university at that time. RL pointed to Ion 

Iliescu as one responsible for the repression of the student protests (see Lazăr 1996, 

November 8). RL justified its focus on the past by claiming that truth was important in 

the process of shaping the future of Romania: “although not even God cannot modify 

anything from what happened, it is important to know how it happened in order to know 

what we want to become” (Paler 1996, November 15). The past was thus used by RL as 

an exemplary lesson for the present and the future.   

In contrast to Ion Iliescu, Emil Constantinescu benefitted from a positive image in 

the news media. RL promoted Constantinescu as a moral political actor: “Being educated 

in Corneliu Coposu’s political school characterized by verticality and political elegance, 

Emil Constantinescu learnt how to survive and especially how to win in first line of the 
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political battle without making moral compromises” (Preisz 1996, October 31). The 

symbolic capital of Corneliu Coposu was transferred onto Emil Constantinescu. To 

commemorate one year since Coposu’s death, RL dedicated a series of articles describing 

his ascension in the National Peasant Party (PNT), the 17-year experience in the 

Romanian prisons, and his struggle to initiate a trial of communism in Romania. Coposu 

claimed that the main impediment was the public lack of understanding of what such a 

trial meant, as quoted in RL:  

Unfortunately, people understood that a trial of communism would be a trial of 

communists … I do not know if there are guilty people who can be sentenced 

for their abuses due to their official positions because in my opinion many of 

them are morally irresponsible … therefore, not the condemnation of some 

people is important but the condemnation of some ideas (Coposu in Arachelian 

and Alexandru 1996, November 15). 

He considered that only people with no morality can commit atrocities against human 

beings they never met: “I will never understand how somebody can beat a stranger and 

then to find a justification by saying that he just did his duty” (Coposu in Arachelian and 

Alexandru 1996, November 15). These quotes suggest that a trial of communism as a 

political act was necessary for the Romanian society to come to terms with its past, but 

also that morality was a desideratum for post-communist Romania given that only a 

moral society could avoid committing crimes again in the name of an ideology. In this 

context, Corneliu Coposu became the symbol of morality in politics in contrast to Ion 

Iliescu. For instance, EZ quoted Corneliu Coposu to reproduce a discussion between the 

two political leaders in the early 1990s when Iliescu supposedly stated: “You are an 
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untreatable person because you refuse to be either prime-minister, or minister or 

president and because you don’t even want to make a fortune … this is not a good 

recommendation in the current society in which compromises are mandatory” (see 

Zubașcu, Sofronie and Pătrășcanu 1996, November 11). Therefore, Coposu appeared as a 

man of principle different than Iliescu who was framed as a political actor obsessed with 

power: “I cannot believe that a responsible statesman can put his surviving instinct for 

power above the national interests” (see Cristoiu 1996, November 13). EZ also published 

Coposu’s testimony regarding his claimed absence in December 1989: “I tried to enter 

the Central Committee where there were those who wanted to take the power after 

Ceaușescu fled. I was not allowed … when I announced myself these gentlemen (Ion 

Iliescu and Alexandru Birladeanu – A.H.) said in one voice: ‘Take him out immediately’” 

(see Zubașcu, Sofronie and Pătrășcanu 1996, November 11). Coposu was also described 

as a saint due to his capacity to forgive his oppressors: “he was a martyr because he 

suffered so much in the communist prisons, but the lesson which he taught us and he is 

still teaching us is that of tolerance” (see Zubașcu, Sofronie and Pătrășcanu 1996, 

November 11). By opposing Corneliu Coposu to Ion Iliescu, and framing Emil 

Constantinescu as the disciple of Coposu, the news media changed the parameters of the 

electoral campaign. Therefore, Ion Iliescu was competing against Corneliu Coposu rather 

than Emil Constantinescu. 

 The image of Coposu as a martyr was in line with the messianic discourse of the 

CDR and Emil Constantinescu, echoed in the news media. For instance, RL insisted on 

(Orthodox) Christianity as a defining characteristic of the Romanian nation: “we need a 

Christian president for a Christian country” (Iordache 1996, November 16); “God is with 
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us” (Alexe 1996, November 6).
185

 However, the newspapers criticized the attempts of the 

PDSR to engage Orthodox priests in the electoral campaign.
186

  

 The victory of the CDR in the parliamentary elections was described by RL as the 

fulfillment of the 1989 Revolution (see Balotă 1996, November 13; Rădulescu 1996, 

November 13), a position initially not shared by Adevărul and EZ: “neither anti-

communism as some people claimed, nor the need for radical reforms as others said had 

its say in this victory … the desire of Romanians to be led differently than before played 

a decisive and sweeping role” (Cristoiu 1996, November 11). Therefore, Adevărul and 

EZ claimed that the political change was the result of a negative vote; people voted with 

the CDR not because they were convinced by its political promises but to sanction the 

arrogant behavior of the PDSR leaders. However, the victory of Emil Constantinescu 

which made many people go on the streets was associated with a revolution by all the 

newspapers. RL described it as “a late 1989” (Prelipceanu 1996, November 7); “only 

from now on we can assist to the victory of the Romanian Revolution which started in 

Timișoara” (Băcanu 1996, November 18); “it was the second revolution” (Lazăr 1996, 

November 19); “the elections on November 1996 marked the definitive break with the 

communist past’” (Ficeac 1996, November 21); “we did not have a velvet Revolution in 

1989. It was produced in November 1996” (Uncu 1996, November 13, see also Iordache 

                                                      
185

 RL even invited its readers to pray before voting: “let’s not forget about the Sunday mess and 

pray that God would protect Romania. Let him clean the whirling waters of our soul, light our 

consciousness, give us straight judgment and wisdom to choose the moral change of our lives” 

(Iordache 1996, November 2).  
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 All three newspapers revealed the fact that the PDSR members sent official letters to Orthodox 

priests asking them to become electoral agents for Ion Iliescu and threatening them that they 

would otherwise suffer: “We are asking you to exercise all your influence on the Orthodox … 

urging them to vote for PDSR … some parties in the opposition … supported the claims of the 

Greek-Catholic Church regarding the restitution of their churches and other assets” (see Corpade 

1996, October 28).  
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1996, November 16; Tănase 1996, November 19; Uncu 1996, November 19). Therefore 

the results of the 1996 elections represented the new beginning of the Romanian society 

as envisioned in 1989: “the victory of the CDR … finally brings Romania in the group of 

the civilized countries after 50 years of communist dictatorship and patriarchy in the 

KGB style – perfectly maintained by the clique of Ion Iliescu” (Alexe 1996, November 6; 

see also Tănase 1996, November 19). Adevărul and EZ submitted to the same public 

repertoire to describe the public euphoria following the victory of Constantinescu: “the 

Sunday night was a white night for most of the Romanians. Most of them went to the 

streets to express their happiness, while others remained in front of the TV … what 

happened on Sunday represents a new revolution” (Tinu 1996, November 19); “now, like 

in 1989, people of 18 to 25 decided the future path of this nation” (Vergu 1996, 

November 20). Adevărul nevertheless insisted on the victory of Emil Constantinescu as 

the Romanians’ quest for a moral society: “the total victory of the opposition is not the 

result of the people’s support for anti-communism, monarchism, liberalism … it is the 

rejection of the moral portrait of the PDSR member in comparison with Corneliu 

Coposu” (Popescu 1996, November 19).
187

  

 All the analyzed newspapers paid a lot of attention to the representation of the 

1996 elections in the foreign media, which referred to the victory of the CDR and Emil 

Constantinescu in terms of communism vs. anticommunism: “The Romanians exorcised 

communism;” “Romania’s peaceful elections mark the close of the revolution that began 

with the overthrow of Ceaușescu;” “Non-communist is elected Romania’s leader;” 
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 By turning a political victory into a national victory (with the attribute “nobody can confiscate 

it” – see Tinu 1996, November 19), the news media ignored the PDSR’s electorate which brought 

more than 45% to Ion Iliescu in the second round of elections. Iliescu’s electorate mainly 

consisted of poor people in rural areas. 
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“Constantinescu ends the domination of the former communists;” “the revolution of 

December 1989 ended seven years later;” “it looks that the anti-communist coalition will 

lead Romania” (see Adevărul, Evenimentul Zilei, România Liberă 1996, November 5 –  

November 10 and November 19 – November 23).
188

 These quotes reveal that the foreign 

journalists preferred a simplified version of the 1996 political situation in Romania 

different than some Romanian journalists who advanced more ambiguous versions with 

respect to the elections and insisted on the fact that the vote was not an ideological one.
189

   

 The description of the elections as a revolution was augmented by a political 

event which marked the end of the political campaign for presidency: in the week before 

the election, the parliamentary debate regarding the events of December 1989 took place. 

The special commission to investigate the Romanian Revolution presented its 

conclusions in front of the Parliament.
190

 Due to the divergent positions among its 

members the commission could not present a single report but it offered two versions 

which replicated the narratives regarding the Revolution advanced by on the one hand the 

PDSR (represented by the group led by Sergiu Nicolaescu) and on the other hand the 

PNȚCD (represented by the group led by Valentin Gabrielescu) (see table 10 below). The 

report thus did not bring many more details than in 1994, as already discussed in chapter 

five. 
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 Summarizing some articles from the foreign media, the Romanian newspapers were 

reinforcing themselves, especially when the foreign articles indicated Romanian newspapers 

among sources. 
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 See Zelizer (2013) on “mnemonic certainty” in the discourse of the global media. 
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 The commission was created in 1991. It was initially led by the PDSR senator Sergiu 

Nicolaescu and since 1993 by the PNȚCD senator Valentin Gabrielescu. 
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Adevărul and EZ presented the two versions in an objective manner, while RL 

reinforced the PNȚCD version. On the one hand, Valentin Gabrielescu claimed that the 

mass movement was detoured by an organized group led by Ion Iliescu which tried to 

seize the power: “The PNȚCD Senator says that on December 22, they appeared in the 

key places and seized the power” (see Ciobanu 1996, November 14); “the new regime 

was installed with the blood of the former dictator who was killed without being judged 

and sentenced properly through an authentic trial” (see Manta and Iacob 1996, November 

14); “we did a revolution, we have freedom and a Senate and a Chamber but we did not 

manage to get rid of communists” (see Ciobanu 1996, November 14). Gabrielescu also 

accused Iliescu of calling the Soviet Union embassy to ask for military support, and 

claimed that the bloodshed was mainly the result of distribution of guns to the population: 

“we shot at each other: the patriot guards with the army, the gunned revolutionaries with 

the patriotic guards, the army with the revolutionaries and so on” (Ciobanu 1996, 

November 14); “we cannot say that there were no gunned individuals who actioned to 

provoke panic, diversion and terror in different places by purpose … but we have no 

proof that there was an occult organization which actioned under a unique command” 

(Valentin Gabrielescu in Manta and Iacob 1996, November 14). Therefore, he tried to 

disprove the theory of the terrorists by rejecting the speculations regarding the 

involvement of organized groups, the Securitate or foreign agents in toppling Ceaușescu.  

On the other hand, the PDSR Senator Sergiu Nicolaescu reinforced Iliescu’s 

version about the revolution: “there was a revolt which turned into a revolution” (see 

Ciobanu 1996, November 14), and stated that people were killed by terrorists, but the 

army, the militia and the Securitate should not be absolved from guilt (see Ciobanu 1996, 
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November 14). This stance regarding the historical events is significant: rather than 

singling out individuals or groups, the post-communist elite sought to spread the 

responsibility, making it collective and thus impossible to persecute. According to 

Nicolaescu there were foreign agents involved in toppling Ceaușescu, especially KGB 

agents. He denied the claim that Iliescu called the Soviet Embassy, suggesting that only a 

military could initiate such an action and furthermore blamed General Ștefan Gusa who 

was in charge of the army in December 1989, and who died in 1994, for that action.
191

  

 

Table 10. Two official versions on the Romanian Revolution 

  Gabrielescu (PNȚCD) Nicolaescu (PDSR) 

Revolution or putsch Revolution detoured by a putsch Revolution 

Perpetrators  People shot at each other Terrorists 

Responsibility Individual responsibility Collective responsibility 

Foreign intervention No Yes  

Calls for outside military help  Ion Iliescu Ștefan Guse (dead)  

 

These two contradictory reports show that, seven years after toppling Ceaușescu, 

there was no single official narrative about the Romanian Revolution. However, the early 

1990’s counter-discourse about an unfinished revolution seized by former communists 

got a stronger representation in the news media which increased the public expectations 

that the democratic elections would represent a new beginning for the Romanian society 

as envisioned and promised in 1989 which furthermore boost national pride.    
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 RL accused Nicolaescu of trying to hide the truth pointing to testimonies of witnesses in 

December 1989 (including General Ștefan Guse) and to Soviet official documents which 

supposedly proved that Ion Iliescu was the person who asked for military help from the Soviet 

Union (see Băcanu 1996, November 13).  
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Conclusions 

The past is often invoked by powerful social actors (e.g. politicians, journalists) in 

time of crisis in order to keep communities together. For transitional societies such as 

post-communist Romania the past served as an explanation for the deficiencies, the 

expectations and the limitations of the post-communist transition, thus providing a social 

framework to understand the success or the failure of social and political transformations.  

The analysis of the news media discourse and the political discourse during the 

presidential and parliamentary elections from 1990 to 1996 shows that the main 

contentious aspects were the definition of communists in Romania (members of the 

former communist party vs. members of the former communist nomenclature), the end of 

communism in Romania (December 1989 vs. November 1996) and the question of a 

lustration process as a possible way for the Romanian society to purge itself from 

communism. 

In the early 1990s the dominant discourse in society was Iliescu’s version about 

communism as a closed chapter in the Romanian history due to the (successful) 1989 

Revolution. A counter-discourse was advanced by RL and the historical parties which 

claimed that communism would not be over as long as the former communist structures 

populated by former communists were in place. This discourse became dominant in the 

news media in 1996. In 1990 Ion Iliescu embodied the figure of the national hero – 

people could identify with him easier than with the leaders of the historical parties who 

lived abroad for whole decades – thus pointing to the understanding of victimhood under 

communism. People who lived in exile were thus not perceived as victims of communism 



 
 

246 
 

and therefore they did not deserve to lead the Romanian nation. The portrayal of Iliescu 

changed from the national savior (in 1990) to a villain (in 1992) and to the national evil 

(in 1996). Therefore, the honest and courageous man and the anti-Ceaușescu dissident 

turned into a communist obsessed with power who was responsible for the flourishing 

corruption and the moral and economic crisis in Romania. Corneliu Coposu became the 

new national hero in 1996. While he was framed by the (dominant) pro-FSN media as a 

revanchist, monarchist, who was trying to seize the power through a putsch in 1990, 

Coposu became the symbol of morality in politics after his death. The CDR used the 

image of Coposu as a political token to achieve public support and legitimacy, presenting 

Emil Constantinescu as the leader blessed by Coposu to become the president that 

Romanian needed to turn into a democracy.  

Morality was seen as the way for the Romanian society to purge itself from 

communism. Morality was linked to religion and once Christianity became a defining 

trait of the Romanian identity (since 1992), religion mingled with politics. This was 

expressed through various ways from the attempts of political actors to turn religious 

leaders into political activists to the appropriation of the religious register by the political 

discourse (see for instance, the 1996 political campaign of Emil Constantinescu).  The 

emphasis on religion in the political discourse meant a reinterpretation of communism (as 

atheism) and the understanding of national identity (Romanian nation as a Christian 

nation) which furthermore increased the understanding of communism as the Other (a 

threat to the national identity). 

During the first decade of post-communism politics in Romania was characterized 

by charismatic authority: people opted for a party or another based on the personality 
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traits of their leaders. Thus the paternalist understanding of the state inherited from 

communism when the life of the ordinary people was pre-established by the unique party, 

persisted even after the fall of communism.  

In the early 1990s the newspapers acted as the satellites of politics, maintaining a 

propagandistic style. The electorate was not perceived as able to act as a source of power 

and legitimacy by its own (with agency) but rather as subject to the state/government. 

This image was going to change in 1992 when the electorate was blamed for lacking 

social imagination, furthermore presented as a cause for the Romanian society’s 

stagnation. The agreement on the future path of Romania in 1996 brought cohesion in 

news media when the newspapers identified the common enemy in the leading party and 

especially the president. This reveals the understanding of the media system as an 

independent entity from the politics which should perform a watchdog function in a 

democratic society.  While RL maintained the same anti-communist discourse since 1990 

through 1996, identifying Ion Iliescu as the main enemy of the Romanian nation, 

Adevărul and TL changed their initial discourses. TL switched sides from 1990 to 1992, 

while Adevărul changed its approach from pro-Iliescu in 1990 to against-Iliescu in 1996, 

thus contributing to the change of the dominant discourse. The attention paid by the 

Romanian news media to the representations of Romania in foreign media reveals the 

fact that the Romanians strived for a positive international image as the national identity 

was understood not only in the way in which Romanians were differentiated themselves 

from others but also through how the others (the Western world) described the Romanian 

nation.    
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CHAPTER 7: FROM COMMUNISM AND NATIONALISM TO LEGITIMATION 

CRISIS 

 

2000: neo-communism as democracy 

Twelve political actors ran for presidency in 2000.
192

  After the first round of the 

presidential elections on November 26, 2000, the two candidates who obtained the 

highest percentages were Ion Iliescu (PDSR) and Corneliu Vadim Tudor from the 

nationalist formation, the Great Romania Party (PRM). The former won the final round 

of elections on December 10, 2000 with 66.83 %.  The political success of the PRM and 

its leader Corneliu Vadim Tudor was generated by the perceived lack of state authority 

which allowed the spread of high-level corruption, but also by the CDR’s lack of 

cohesion. On the one hand, the framing of the president in function Emil Constantinescu 

by the news media soon after his victory in 1996 as a weak leader allowed Vadim Tudor 

to gain popularity due to his authoritarian discourse. On the other hand, the electoral habit 

to choose between two main forces (usually associated with the political left and the 

political right) functioned in spite of the fact that the political right did not represent a 

solid formation. Therefore, the electorate identified the PRM as the main opponent of the 

PDSR: “in spite of the lack of a clear alternative to the Leftist Block, the electorate 

maintained a bipolar logic” (Ciobanu 2006, p. 12).  

Similar to the precedent elections, the first round of the 2000 presidential 

elections overlapped with the parliamentary elections. From the 65 political formations 
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 They were: Ion Iliescu (PDSR), Corneliu Vadim Tudor (PRM), Theodor Stolojan (PNL), 

Mugur Isărescu (CDR), Gyorgy Frunda (UDMR), Petre Roman (PD), Teodor Meleșcanu (ApR), 

Eduard Gheorghe Manole (independent), Graziela Elena Barla (independent), Paul-Phillipe 

Hohenzollern (PRN), Ioan Sasu (PSM), and Nicolae Cerveni (PLDR). In order to have the right 

to run in the elections, the candidates had to prove that they had at least 300,000 signatures of 

support. Some of them received less than 50,000 votes in the elections. 
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which took part in the legislative elections five parties entered the Parliament: PDSR, 

PRM, PD, PNL and UDMR. The main loser was the PNȚCD – the leading party of the 

CDR coalition – which obtained less than 1% and thus became a non-parliamentary 

formation.
193

 The failure of the political right in the 2000 elections was caused by the 

internal fights in the CDR coalition. As a result, PNL and CDR-2000 (mainly represented 

by the PNȚCD) run independently in the elections and nominated two similar candidates 

(two technocrats) for presidency. Therefore, the electorate which traditionally voted with 

the political right split between the two formations. 

 In 2000 communism was not a central theme of the electoral campaign. However, 

the rise of the PRM and his leader Corneliu Vadim Tudor in the electorate’s preferences 

was perceived by the news media as dangerous, fearing that a new dictatorship could 

install itself in Romania. Therefore, Ceaușescu (and not communism) and his dictatorship 

came back to the public attention.  

 Another particularity of the 2000 electoral campaign was the release of the names 

of those who collaborated with or worked for the Securitate and who were running in the 

parliamentary elections. The impact of this action which came few days before the first 

round of elections will be discussed in this section after the review of the political 

discourse and the news media discourse regarding the past during the electoral campaign.  

 

Political discourse: national reconciliation vs. political mafia 
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 During its mandate from 1996 through 2000, the CDR split because of internal fights. The 

conflicts with the PD led to the fall of the first CDR government in 1998. The PNL ran separately 

in the local elections in summer 2000 and decided to remain outside the coalition. Following this 

event, the CDR changed its name in CDR 2000 consisting of the PNȚCD and some other smaller 

political formations.  
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The 2000 electoral campaign in the print media put an emphasis on shorter text 

messages, slogans and images; thus starting to resemble electoral advertising. The 

alternation in governance allowed the main political parties to accuse each other of 

mismanagement, corruption and nepotism, and thus to move communism in the 

backstage of the public debates. The PDSR accused CDR of bringing Romania to an 

economic situation below the level it had in 1989, while the CDR accused PDSR of 

failing the economic reform in the early 1990s which meant that the CDR had to repair 

what could have been repaired in order to avoid the collapse of Romania. Therefore the 

struggle for legitimacy between political actors rather referred to the first decade of post-

communist transition than to the communist past.
194

  

Iliescu’s campaign was organized under the slogan: “Close to the people, together 

with the people.” He claimed that a president should understand the citizens’ problems 

and find solutions together with them (thus proposing a model of deliberative 

democracy). Iliescu accused the CDR governance of leading Romania to both an 

economic and a moral crisis: “Why the 1989 Revolution took place? It was caused by 

poverty and the failure of the economic system, but the process of deterioration of 

people’s life became acute in the last four years” (Iliescu in ‘La Adevărul …’ 2000, 

November 3); “In December 1989 we had hope and trust in the future. We have to fight 

now … also against despair and resignation, renouncement and tiredness” (Ion Iliescu in 

‘Discursul …’ 2000, November 21). These quotes show how Iliescu reinterpreted the 

ideals of the Romanian Revolution, from an anti-communist movement to a popular 

revolt against austerity. The quest for morality remained in place in 2000 but different 
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 The CDR still tried to link Iliescu to the practices of the former regime (see for instance, 

‘Campania …’ 2000, November 23).  
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than 1996 when the CDR members were the promontories of moral politics, the PDSR 

and Ion Iliescu promised to bring morality into politics: “the PDSR has the duty to prove 

that politics is compatible with morality … morality in politics represents a necessary 

condition for the good functioning of democracy” (see ‘Discursul …’ 2000, November 

21). Thus, while the political discourse focused on similar topoi, the political authors 

switched sides.  

In a flattering electoral interview, Ion Iliescu was portrayed as a political leader 

who was always interested in a better life for the Romanian artists and intellectuals: 

“there is no secret that the men of culture and arts are often invoking your name which 

was giving them hope before 1989 … you – as a President - praised the main 

personalities of our culture … revealing the respect you have for culture” (Vulpescu 

2000, November 22). This quote shows a change in the PDSR’s discourse with respect to 

Iliescu’s image: from a leader accused of repressive measures against the student 

movements before and after December 1989, Iliescu was now framed as a political leader 

recognized not only by peasants and workers, but also by the intellectuals. Once the first 

round of elections confirmed him as a favorite candidate for the presidency, Ion Iliescu 

returned to his common political themes such as reconciliation, solidarity, unity – 

invoked as ideals of the 1989 Revolution: “it’s time for reconciliation. It’s time for 

unification. It’s the time for collaboration … Let’s turn the page and write a new chapter 

of our history” (‘Discursul …’ 2000, December 12). The last words represent the quest 

for a new beginning which is closely related to the myth of the national savior. The 1989 

Revolution (supposedly led by Ion Iliescu) was understood as the purgatory moment 

when the Romanians were redeemed for their obedience under Nicolae Ceaușescu. The 
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corruption which permeated all the strata of the Romanian society influenced the 

understanding of the Romanian Revolution which came to be seen as a failed historical 

moment. Furthermore, it led to the public expectation that only a (moral) president – as a 

Messiah – could save the nation.  

The political ascension of the ultranationalist leader Corneliu Vadim Tudor 

allowed Ion Iliescu to invoke the Romanian Revolution for legitimacy purposes: “the last 

two weeks reminded all of us that what we realized in December 1989 through bloodshed 

should always be protected because the ghosts of the totalitarian past can always rise 

from poverty, despair, frustration, hate and stubbornness” (‘Discursul …’ 2000, 

December 12). In this discourse, extreme poverty and despair were seen as a cause for 

both the beginning and the end of a dictatorship.
195

 

The electoral campaign of Corneliu Vadim Tudor focused on eradicating mafia in 

Romania. His discourse was aggressive and populist. For instance, in his public addresses 

Vadim Tudor promised exemplary punishment for those perceived as responsible for the 

economic and moral crisis: “this country can only be led with a machine gun” (see 

Chireac 2000, November 27).  His discourse was also xenophobic as he often referred to 

the ethnic minorities as enemies of national unity and territorial integrity. 

 

News media discourse: better a communist than a dictator 

 Before the first round of the 2000 elections the analyzed newspapers sided with 

different political formations and leaders. Adevărul favored the PDSR and Ion Iliescu, 
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 After the first round of elections Ion Iliescu benefitted from the support of PNL and PD which 

recommended their electors not to choose an “ultranationalist” and “extremist” leader (see 

Mihăilescu 2000, November 30). The two parties did not request any political advantage from the 

PDSR in return for their support, claiming that the national interests were above party interests.  
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while EZ and RL oscillated between the two technocratic candidates proposed by PNL 

and CDR-2000. However, EZ seemed to rather opt for the PNL and its candidate, 

different than RL which tried to remain loyal to the PNȚCD. Corneliu Vadim Tudor did 

not receive too much media attention in Adevărul and RL before the first round of 

elections. However, when he remained one of the two candidates to presidency, all the 

newspapers started an aggressive campaign against him. He was framed as a xenophobe 

demagogue, a Bolshevist and an insane dictator.  

RL had to redefine its usual anti-communist stance due to the internal fights 

within the CDR coalition, the political crisis of the (anti-communist) president Emil 

Constantinescu, the increasing poverty and the scandals of high-level corruption under 

the leadership of the (anti-communist) historical parties.
196

 Instead of directly blaming the 

CDR for breaking its promises stipulated in the Contract with Romania as the other 

newspapers, RL pointed to the communist heritage as the main cause of the economic and 

social crisis: “Let’s not forget that if now we have a difficult time on our return to 

capitalism, it is mainly because of that invented system of the radical left which was 

brought with Soviet tanks to Romania” (Ștefan 2000, November 20). RL also accused the 

PD and the PNL for undermining or leaving the coalition, thereby leaving the PNȚCD to 

bear the brunt of the criticism. Before the first round of elections, Ion Iliescu and the 

PDSR still represented RL’s main target for negative framing: “we have to choose now 

between West and East, between the past and the future, between development and 
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 RL still published stories about political prisoners, especially focusing on the case of an anti-

communist dissident who was killed while being in the Securitate’s arrest in 1985 (see Vulcan 

2000, November 24). The case was also mentioned by the other publications due to the efforts 

done by the victim’s son to identify the criminals and to have them judged and sentenced for the 

death of his father. 
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backwardness” (Ionescu 2000, November 25).
197

 RL thus suggested that the CDR 2000 

was still a prominent party in the elections especially if it managed to motivate enough its 

electorate to vote:  

In 1996 this electorate had the illusion that its dream was about to become 

reality … it is an illusion to believe that our leaders can offer us everything on a 

plate if we did not support them and if we don’t continue to support them 

especially during difficult times when they … remained alone in front of all the 

forces of the past (Iordache 2000, November 25). 

Adevărul claimed that the political right managed to compromise itself during the 

1996 – 2000 governance: “Right now I have the feeling that the political right represents 

the hand to practice thievery and onanism” (Popescu 2000, November 20). According to 

Adevărul, the CDR argument that the Western world would sanction Romania if the ex-

communists returned to power lost its force: the foreign investors were more interested in 

a stable legal environment than in the political color of the Romanian leaders, while the 

Romanians were interested in institutional trust and Romania’s integration in the EU and 

NATO (see Tinu 2000, November 24). Adevărul stated that the Romanians were not 

attached to communism or nationalism but wanted a social democracy identified with the 

PDSR: “to accuse the people that they are voting for nationalism and communism is both 

wickedness and stupidity” (Popescu 2000, November 20); “this party with communist 

origins is the only formation in Romania which deserves the name ‘party.’ It has viable 

structures and mechanisms” (see Chireac 2000, November 27). Thus, an aspect which 

before was rather not emphasized by Adevărul, the organizational heritage of the PDSR 
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 RL republished the biography of Ion Iliescu and insisted on the fact that he was promoted in 

the Communist Party directly by Ceaușescu (see Alexe 2000, November 20). 
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which stemmed from the PCR became a positive attribute of this party, as it provided it 

with a coherent functioning party apparatus. After the first round of elections Adevărul 

changed its discourse and warned against the risk that Romania would be isolated if 

Corneliu Vadim Tudor became president, in spite of the fact that the newspaper did not 

consider him a real threat before the first round of elections: “C.V. Tudor is neither Ion 

Antonescu, nor Nicolae Ceaușescu. He is a buffoon, a rope walker with literary talent” 

(Popescu 2000, November 20). 

EZ tried to discredit Vadim Tudor from the very beginning. It claimed that he 

worked with the Securitate (see Nicola 2000, November 20) and that his party was just a 

gathering of prominent communists, people who worked with the Securitate, and people 

involved in public scandals (see Nicola 2000, November 21; Maracineanu 2000, 

November 21). Thus, EZ used the same discourse adopted by all the newspapers to 

discredit the PDSR in 1996. After the second round of elections, Adevărul subscribed to 

the same discourse: “the PRM lists are full of Securitate members, perpetrators, 

communists, criminal racketeers, sycophants of C.V. Tudor, and demagogues” (‘Spune-

mi …’ 2000, November 30). The newspapers also reported about demonstrations against 

the PRM’s leader: “people from different counties, carrying flags without the coat of 

arms and pictures of the young people dead in the Revolution … saying ‘we are 

militating for freedom and justice … we don’t want another dictatorship, one was already 

enough” (‘Într-un marș …’ 2000, December 8).
198

 Therefore, not communism but 

authoritarianism seemed to be the biggest threat to the Romanian society. The final 

elections were presented as the choice between democracy/future (Ion Iliescu) and 
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 Adevărul noted that even the Orthodox priests were urging their communities to vote for 

Iliescu and not for Vadim Tudor in the second round of elections (see ‘Patriarhul …’ 2000, 

December 4).  
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dictatorship/past (Corneliu Vadim Tudor): “tomorrow we have to choose between two 

systems – dictatorship or democracy” (Mitroi 2000, December 9). This binary opposition 

reveals a discursive change in framing Ion Iliescu. Demonized in 1996, he became again 

the savior of the nation in 2000 as he was in December 1989. 

 Adevărul insisted on the uniqueness of the 1996 elections as a milestone for the 

destiny of Romania: “the presidential elections on this Sunday do not look like any other 

electoral moment after ’89. In ’90, ’92, and ’96, the Romanians moved in a space 

controlled by the democratic values, no matter how frail they were” (Mitroi 2000, 

December 9). Uniqueness was a theme emphasized by the other publications, too. RL 

noted: “I don’t think that what happened in Romania now it happened in any other place 

ever in history” (Zubașcu 2000, December 11).  

The vote distribution revealed that Corneliu Vadim Tudor and the PRM were 

voted by the youth and a part of the former electorate of Emil Constantinescu. Adevărul 

claimed that two important factors caused this situation. On the one hand, both Emil 

Constantinescu (in 1996) and Corneliu Vadim Tudor (in 2000) had a messianic discourse 

focused on the annihilation of corruption. Both of them presented themselves as the 

saviors of the Romanian society, with the only difference that one already failed while 

the other would do so if elected: “from Jesus Constantinescu to Vadim Christos. This is 

the self-transplant which was produced in the brains of the consumers of miracles … 

there are more people who are waiting for a Messiah than those waiting for some extra-

money to their pensions” (Popescu 2000, November 29). On the other hand, Adevărul 

claimed that the television and the tabloid press imposed different social and moral 
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values by promoting scandal.
199

 Adevărul also claimed that many young people voted 

with Vadim Tudor and his party to send a warning to the political class. They acted 

against the general trend as they did in December 1989 because they were angry with 

their parents who were not able to build the society envisioned during the Romanian 

Revolution: 

the young people did something crazy again by voting how they voted. 

Considering the moral logics, they proceeded correctly: they take their world 

back, they take their gift covered in blood back, the gift which we spoiled, and 

they let us at the margin of the darkness of Ceaușescu from which they pulled us 

out. Please excuse us because we bothered you 11 years ago – it was a 

confusion, they said while voting for C. V. Tudor (Popescu 2000, December 7).  

Therefore, the journalist from Adevărul rejected the possibility that the young people 

voted with Vadim Tudor because they were seduced by his aggressive, nationalist and 

xenophobic discourse (which would have represented a desire to return to a dictatorship) 

but claimed instead that the decision to vote for the PRM leader was the result of a 

complex rational process. EZ also suggested that the vote on November 26, 2000 was the 

people’s attempt to revenge for being ignored by the political class: “those who had 

enough from these parties did not vote for the PRM because of rebelliousness or 

stupidity. They did it with the feeling that they gave a sanction and they got revenge” (see 

Nistorescu 2000, December 5). As these quotes show, the newspapers could not accept 

the idea that the Romanian nation would identify with an aggressive, intolerant leader 

which seemed to resemble Ceaușescu.  
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 On scandal media and scandal politics, see Castells 2007. 
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The biggest figure absent in the news media discourse during the 2000 electoral 

campaign was the president in function, Emil Constantinescu. On the national day of 

Romania on December 1, Adevărul reproduced the public addresses of Ion Iliescu which 

made him look as if he was already the president of Romania. EZ referred to Emil 

Constantinescu in several news stories to suggest that he was left alone even by his 

friends (the intellectuals) who started to criticize him even before his political opponents 

(see Oprea 2000, November 20). This victimization only confirmed the suspicions that 

the president in function wasn’t the powerful leader wanted by the Romanians, which 

served well the political goals of Corneliu Vadim Tudor who appeared as a leader who 

was not afraid of anybody and who could control the corrupt political class.  

The rise of an authoritarian figure in the post-communist society was explained by 

RL as the inability of Romanians to assume responsibility for their actions, a behavior 

inherited from communism. Thus, Romanians resisted under Ceaușescu because they 

perceived themselves as victims absolved from any responsibility:  

This maximal personalization of guilt led to a strange feeling of interior 

comfort: everything was horrible, but we were not guilty, we were just victims. 

At least this is what we believed … the switch to freedom destroyed that interior 

comfort because once we got free we became responsible for everything, even 

for ourselves. This duty seemed unbearable for many people – especially for 

those above 40 – they had to accept they were responsible which meant also 

guilty if they lived badly, if they voted wrongly, if they did not win a 

competition (Blandiana 2000, December 9).  
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Therefore, an authoritarian leader who could restore this state of eluding responsibility 

was appealing to a part of the electorate. EZ noted that the waste of energy of the 

historical parties to fight against each other and to propose similar candidates to 

presidency (two technocrats) with similar programs simplified the race of Ion Iliescu in 

the presidential elections and allowed Corneliu Vadim Tudor to attract a significant 

electorate (see Nistorescu 2000, November 21). RL decried the failure of the PNȚCD and 

blamed the news media because it amplified every political mistake of the government 

and it encouraged people to have illusions, which were then followed by disappointment: 

“the reform brings first a bad general state for the population but then everything changes 

… instead of explaining the population this truth, mass media preferred the attack … 

people wanted a reform without reform” (Popescu 2000, November 28). However, it was 

also RL which presented the image of a disappointed and resigned society as a result of 

the failed political actions during the first decade of post-communism:  

we started by saying good-bye to the illusion of having a real revolution and 

then from finding the truth about the revolution. Slowly we also depart from the 

principles we trusted … we renounced the point 8, losing any chance to really 

get rid of the old and the new nomenclature … with no remorse and almost in 

an official way, we say now good bye to morality in politics (Rusu 2000, 

December 5).  

EZ considered that the 2000 elections brought an unexpected symbolic capital to 

the PDSR which became the democratic choice: “through a game of causes and 

circumstances, those who were labeled for so many years as neo-communists, crypto-

communists and retrogrades are now forced by history to play the role of a modern party, 
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promoting and advocating for democratic values” (Nistorescu 2000, November 29). Ion 

Iliescu also benefitted from a cautious framing by the news media, especially after the 

first round of elections: “Romania is going to vote tomorrow for a man who was tacitly 

absolved for his past” (Nistorescu 2000, November 25). This quote reveals how the 

present is influencing the past and how journalists send to oblivion those aspects/events 

of the past which could affect the present and the future path of the society in an 

undesirable way.  

Many people were in a double-bind situation after the first round of elections, as 

noted by RL: “a significant part of the people was forced by the threatening political 

circumstances to vote against their consciousness and their beliefs with no alternative” 

(Zubașcu 2000, December 11, see also Creangă 2000, December 9). RL claimed that the 

youth was the most trapped category: “the generations formed in freedom and in an anti-

Iliescu climate were asked to do something terrible: to scarify their own consciousness 

for the sake of political stability and to save the state itself from disaster” (Zubașcu 2000, 

December 11). The newspaper claimed that the cognitive dissonance could be solved 

through the Christian example of sacrifice. Those who managed to vote against their 

principles understood “the terrible experience of Christian humbleness” (Zubașcu 2000, 

December 11). Others, such as some journalists of RL, publicly announced that they 

would abstain from voting: “I better remain without a head than losing my head” 

(Creangă 2000, December 9).  

The newspapers noted that the final results of the elections were not celebrated 

anymore on the streets as it happened in 1996. Instead of a burst of enthusiasm, they 

rather brought a sober disillusionment, but also release. Release that the biggest evil was 
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avoided in the last moment. The news media also did not offer too many political 

commentaries after the final elections as they used to do in the past. According to RL, the 

positive aspect of the 2000 elections was the capacity of Romanians to be sincere and to 

vote as they believed in spite of the negative consequences for Romania’s image abroad: 

“through the sincerity expressed during the 2000 elections the Romanian nation 

responsibly assumes its future history which cannot be anything else but positive from 

this moment … these elections officially exorcized the national evil” (Zubașcu 2000, 

November 30). This quote reveals the understanding of the elections as an attempt of the 

society to start from the beginning, from the lowest possible point where the society can 

go for then to start a democracy.  

Similar to the previous electoral years, the news media referred to the framing of 

the Romanian elections in the foreign media which was still based on the communism vs. 

anti-communism dichotomy as the quotes mentioned in the Romanian newspapers 

suggested: “Romania repeats the mistakes of the past,” “Romania choses between a 

former communist and an extremist;” “Romania between the communist nostalgia and 

the nationalist fever;” “Communists return to power in Romania;” “Romania prefers an 

ex-communist to the EU;” “Romania – the communist comeback;” “If not executed, 

Ceaușescu would have been in power through free elections;” “Romania votes for ex-

communists” (see Adevărul, Evenimentul Zilei and România Liberă on November 27 

through December 1, 2000 and  December 12, 2000). Therefore, Ion Iliescu and the 

PDSR were only redeemed by the Romanian news media, but not by the international 

media.  
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A disrupting event in the last stages of the 2000 electoral campaign was the public 

release of the names of those political actors running for office that collaborated with or 

worked for Securitate. The National Council for the Study of Securitate’s Archives 

(CNSAS) was created in 2000 based on the 1999 law regarding the individual access to 

Securitate’s files and Securitate’s disclosure as political police. CNSAS distinguished 

among different categories of people associated with the Securitate, from people “who 

were willingly providing information with their clean consciousness of patriot citizens” 

to “informers who accepted to do harm just to save their own lives” and “tortured 

collaborators who were forced to do their work after they signed agreements under 

threat” (Ciobanu 2000, November 22).
200

    

However, there was no law to forbid those linked to Securitate to run and obtain 

public positions. As Adevărul noted “the only ones who can sanction the Securitate 

informers are the voters … according to the public reaction regarding the Securitate 

informers in the political life, we would know if the late and stuttering attempt to do a 

moral reform has any chance in Romania” (Ciobanu 2000, November 22). Adevărul thus 

suggested that a moral reform could take place through a public process of lustration, 

meaning that those with a questionable past would be eliminated from the political arena 

in an organic way (either by their own parties or by the electorate), thus being 

functionally analogous to a lustration law. But this function could hardly be achieved 

based on the limited amount of data on which these categorizations were based. Only the 
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CNSAS identified 38 persons on different parties’ electoral lists for the Parliament who 

collaborated with the Securitate (see ‘CNSAS …’ 2000, November 23). Among them there was 

the president of the PNL at that time (and the Chair of the Senate) who was a political prisoner in 

the early 1950s.
 
While he initially denied the accusations regarding his collaboration with the 

Securitate, he later recognized that he was regularly brought to Securitate given his case as a 

political prisoner. He claimed that he tried not to hurt anybody although he was asked many 

questions about his acquaintances (see Ungureanu and Mincan 2012, August 23).  
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PNȚCD announced it would exclude the members who collaborated with the Securitate. 

All the other parties left it to the voters to decide. In addition, the decision of the CNSAS 

to release the names of incriminated political actors only three days before the 

parliamentary elections meant that public lustration could not work for the 2000 

elections. In this vein, the release was criticized by the news media which claimed that 

the public would not change its voting decision in such a short time. Moreover, the law 

did not allow the change of the electoral lists just days before the elections, which made 

news media claim that the action initiated by the CNSAS had only a symbolic value and 

created more, rather than fewer ambiguities in the public sphere.  

Some of the accused contested the information provided by the CNSAS and 

claimed that they were victims of the Securitate suggesting that the incriminating files 

were fake. They invoked a known practice of the Securitate to frame individuals 

contesting the regime as Securitate’s collaborators in order to discredit them. This 

practice reveals the difficulties of trusting information found in these archives. This 

situation was similar to what Wertsch (2002) described in his analysis of history 

fabrication in Soviet Russia. An even more complicate situation was posed by the case of 

former political prisoners who later became the Securitate’s informants. As a PNL 

member quoted in Adevărul stated: “it is unfair that former political prisoners are 

suspected for being collaborators of Securitate while former Securitate officers and 

political actors who led the Securitate are considered innocent” (Valeriu Stoica in 

Ciobanu 2000, November 24, see also ‘Întrebat …’ 2000, November 23). The quote 

above also points to the situations when the victims of communism (e.g. political 

prisoners) turned into perpetrators (once they started to work with the Securitate) which 
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blurred a clear line between oppressed and oppressors. Another problem for CNSAS was 

the destruction of evidence given that since 1968 the Securitate was systematically 

destroying the files of those prominent members of the Communist Party who worked for 

or collaborated with the Securitate (see Daniciuc 2000, November 25). This meant that 

some of the main perpetrators would remain unknown or even if known, that the lack of 

evidence would make it almost impossible to force an official acknowledgement of links 

to Securitate. The difficulty to sieve the information available in the Securitate files was 

invoked by the CNSAS to answer the request of a PNȚCD member who inquired into the 

decision given to Ion Iliescu as not having ties with the Securitate. According to the 

PNȚCD member Iliescu was supposed to have worked with the Securitate given the high 

rank he had in the communist nomenclature. CNSAS claimed that Iliescu’s past would be 

scrutinized in more detail after the elections. This answer was criticized by RL which 

claimed that postponing the verification of Iliescu’s past meant he was already absolved 

from his past: “the nasty answer … ends with the cynic promise to check Ion Iliescu 

during ‘the coming period of time’” (see Daniciuc and Georgescu 2000, November 22), 

which would be the time Iliescu assumed the presidency.  

 

2004: “Communism fell today at 9 p.m.!” 

The 2004 parliamentary elections and the first round of the presidential elections 

took place on November 28. Although the structure of the Parliament did not register 

significant changes in 2004 compared with 2000, the political stage seemed nevertheless 

different due to the new political configurations in terms of coalitions. The PDSR merged 

with the Romanian Social Democrat Party (PSDR) in 2001 and changed its name in 

Social Democrat Party (PSD). The PSD took part in the 2004 elections together with the 
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Romanian Humanist Party (PUR) under the National Union PSD + PUR (referred in the 

text below as PSD+PUR).
201

 The PNL and the PD coalesced under the Justice and Truth 

Alliance (referred in the text below as Alliance DA). PRM and UDMR also remained in 

the Parliament in 2004 (see figure 2 below).  

 
Figure 2. Party representation in the Romanian Parliament (1996 - 2004) 

Twelve candidates run for presidency.
202

  The two candidates who qualified for 

the second round of presidential elections on December 12 were Adrian Năstase 

(PSD+PUR) and Traian Băsescu (Alliance DA). The latter won the final elections with 

51.2 %.
203

  

                                                      
201

 However, most of the references in the following sections will be made to PSD given that the 

news media did not treat PUR as a significant partner of the Union PSD+PUR. This happened 

because PUR was not a parliamentary party at that time, but tried to enter the Parliament through 

the alliance with the PSD, offering in return a positive image of Năstase and his party through the 

media outlets owned by Dan Voiculescu, the president of PUR (see for instance Bălan 2004, 

December 8).  

 
202

 The 12 candidates were Adrian Năstase (PSD+PUR), Traian Băsescu (PD), Corneliu Vadim 

Tudor (PRM), Marko Belo (UDMR), Gheorghe Ciuhandu (PNȚCD), George Becali (PNGCD), 

Petre Roman (FD), Gheorghe Dinu (independent), Marian Petre Milut (AP), Ovidiu Tudorici 

(URR), Aurel Rădulescu (APCD), Alexandru Raj Tunaru (PTD). 

 
203

 The presence to vote was less than 60%. In terms of power distribution the 2004 parliamentary 

elections rather resembled the 1996 elections than those in 2000 given that there were two clear 
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 Before the elections, the CNSAS released again the list of those who collaborated 

with or worked for the Securitate. None of the presidential candidates did collaborate 

with the political police, but 12 candidates for the Parliament were on the CNSAS list 

(see Ioniță 2004, November 26). However, given that there was no law to forbid former 

Securitate collaborators/employees from running in the elections, the CNSAS list did not 

cause too many reactions in the political arena or in the news media (although this event 

was mentioned in all three newspapers). The citizens did not react in terms of sanctioning 

those individuals linked to Securitate – their parties did not exclude them, and the 

electorate (in its majority) still voted for them.  

The biggest scandal during the electoral campaign was the release of almost 1,500 

pages of alleged transcripts from the PSD internal meetings in 2003, which pointed to the 

abuses done by those in power to control mass media, to discredit their opponents and to 

manipulate the electorate (e.g. influence peddling, preferential governmental advertising, 

bribing and blackmailing).
204

 These transcripts became a political weapon for the 

                                                                                                                                                              

political poles: left (PSD+PUR) vs. right (Alliance DA) (see Ciobanu 2006). One particularity of 

the 2004 elections was the candidacy as a president - premier tandem. Thus the formula advanced 

by PSD + PUR was Adrian Năstase (president) and Mircea Geoană (prime-minister), while the 

Alliance DA proposed Traian Băsescu (as president) and Calin Popescu-Tariceanu (as prime-

minister). At the beginning of the electoral campaign the candidate to presidency from Alliance 

DA was the PNL president Theodor Stolojan, while Traian Băsescu was nominated as possible 

prime-minister. Stolojan quit the presidential race on October 2, 2004, as well as the presidency 

of the PNL invoking health issues (a topic which was never clarified) being replaced by Băsescu 

as presidential candidate.  

 
204

 The transcripts were initially posted on a website which was blocked soon after the leak. They 

nevertheless circulated online through other forums, blogs and news media websites. The case 

was investigated by the National Anti-Corruption Direction in 2005 and while the veracity of the 

transcripts was confirmed the case was closed at the end of 2005 when the prosecutors decided 

that the case was missing all the constitutive elements of a crime (see Pora and Burla 2010, 

October 26). The reactions of the PSD leaders were contradictory once they were confronted with 

the transcripts (see Drăgotescu and Bogdan 2004, November 24).  Adrian Năstase claimed that 

they just represented an attempt of the Alliance DA to discredit the PSD while other members 

retracted their initial statements in which they admitted the transcripts as being real.  
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Alliance DA, and they were also used by RL and EZ against Adrian Năstase and the PSD. 

Moreover, the image of Romania as mirrored in the news media in 2004 harmed the 

political actors in power. Romania was described as a country in which the state 

institutions had no autonomy but acted only on political command. The PSD’s strict 

control of the society also meant that most of the attempts to clarify the communist past 

were blocked by the Parliament. Instead, former Securitate officers who tortured anti-

communist dissidents were promoted within the PSD structures and in the Parliament, a 

fact noted also by the international news media (see Marian 2004, November 24). Along 

with all of these, corruption seemed to have reached a peak in 2004: a report released by 

Transparency International placed Romania as the most corrupted country in Europe (see 

Ioniță 2004, December 10).  

This overview is necessary for understanding the social and political context, 

which allows me now to discuss first the political discourses as expressed through public 

addresses and political advertising in newspapers and then to address the news media 

discourse with respect to the use of the communist past for political purposes.  

 

Political discourses: continuity vs. change reloaded 

The political struggle between on the one hand Adrian Năstase and PSD+PUR 

and on the other hand Traian Băsescu and PD+PNL was based on the dichotomy 

continuity vs. change. On the one hand, the discourse of Adrian Năstase and the PSD 

resembled the FSN/FDSN discourse in the early 1990s when Ion Iliescu was a candidate 

to presidency. Thus, the Alliance DA was accused of trying to destabilize the socio-

economic situation in Romania: “they want to take the power by using lies and to bring 
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back disaster and anarchy to the country” (Năstase in Ruse 2004, November 22b). 

Năstase tried to use the disappointment of the electorate with the CDR’s governance in 

order to project an image of an unstable opposition which therefore would not be able to 

govern Romania due to internal conflicts. In return, the PSD was presented as able to 

bring international recognition to Romania as already proven by the status of a NATO 

member (since March 2004) and by the closing of the negotiations with the European 

Union in December 2004. Năstase also benefited from the direct support of Ion Iliescu 

who ignored the constitutional requirements regarding the political neutrality of the 

president in function. Iliescu was on an electoral tour recommending people to vote for 

Adrian Năstase.   

On the other hand, Băsescu’s electoral discourse resembled the virulence of 

Vadim Tudor’s political campaign (which brought the latter in the final round of 

elections in 2004).
205

 Băsescu promised that corruption would be eradicated under his 

presidency and that the rule of law would reign:  “I promise you that if there is only one 

minister suspected of corruption in the government led by the Alliance I execute him with 

my own hands. I bring him in front of the people” (Băsescu in Ruse 2004, November 

22a); “During the first six months of my mandate all the cliques that detoured public 

funds to their own pockets will be responsible. I will take their fortune back” (Băsescu in 
                                                      
205

 Although Vadim Tudor also ran for presidency in 2004, Băsescu managed to eclipse him. This 

can be explained by several factors. First, Vadim Tudor maintained his xenophobic and 

slanderous discourse, while Băsescu was aggressive and populist but not offending. Second, 

Vadim Tudor was known for his communist past when he was writing hosannas for Ceaușescu 

couple, while Băsescu was known as the first member of the Romanian Parliament who 

renounced his parliamentary immunity in 1996 to allow the course of the judicial procedures 

against him regarding the Romanian fleet sale. The case was closed due to lack of evidence 

against him. Băsescu also had the advantage of governing experience as Minister of 

Transportations (under the FSN and the CDR leadership) and as the mayor of Bucharest since 

2000. In June 2004 he won the elections for the City Hall from the first round of elections with 

almost 60 %.    
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Ruse 2004, November 22a). It thus accused the PSD’s governance of creating a corrupt 

network of power and influence: “Mafia in Romania is successfully represented by 

Adrian Năstase” (Băsescu in Ruse 2004, November 22a). Băsescu also made references 

to the communist past by accusing the PSD of being a clique of former members of the 

communist nomenclature which blocked all the attempts to address the past in order to 

keep their privileges:
206

 

I do not fight with Adrian Năstase and the poor and uninformed people who 

voted him, but with a mafia system … in fact there is no difference between 

Ceaușescu’s regime and these guys. They were the second line of the Romanian 

Communist Party … if Ceaușescu was alive all these people would have been 

ministers (Băsescu in Bogdan 2004, December 6). 

Therefore, Băsescu was pointing to a communist kleptocracy, which turned into a 

democratic kleptocracy under the control of Năstase. Băsescu insisted on the communist 

past of Năstase as a member of the second rank nomneclature: “He was a supporter and 

an activist of the former PCR, while I was a simple party member” (Băsescu in Fati and 

Șimonca 2004, November 22). Băsescu claimed that Năstase proved he was unable to 

break off with the communist mentality through all the strategies adopted to control the 

state institutions: “electoral bribing, interfering with judicial proceedings especially in 

cases involving opposition’s members, subordinating independent institutions, 

controlling the mass media, disdaining the civil society … all these practices of 

communist origin were confirmed by those who used them for four years” (see Dobre 
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 For instance, one of his electoral promises referred to the restoration of private properties 

(seized by communists) although under the CDR governance it was the PD which blocked such a 

law.  
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2004, November 25). This statement was based on the evidence presented in the PSD 

transcripts.  

 During the (only) presidential debate between the two candidates qualified for the 

final round of elections, Băsescu suddenly changed the official register of the meeting by 

addressing his counter-candidate by first name while asking rhetorically: “What kind of 

curse is on these people that they have to finally choose between two communists? … it 

was perhaps the time for another type of candidate to come” (Băsescu in Pora 2004, 

December 10). He thus pointed to the irony that in spite of the claimed public desire to 

split with communism, the post-communist political configurations came to a full circle, 

forcing the electorate to choose between two former communists who were also 

representing two offspring of the FSN (see also Pop-Eleches, 2008). However, Băsescu 

tried to distance himself from communism: 

I did not live from political activity, but I was a party member. The biggest drama 

is not that I was a party member … the drama would be to have the same 

mentality after 15 years … And you convinced me that you are not able to 

understand that these institutions should function independently (see Ungureanu 

2004, December 10; Pora 2004, December 10).  

Therefore, Băsescu suggested that different than him who managed to assume and 

overcome his communist past (thus turning into a democratic leader) Năstase remained 

stuck in the communist mentality according to which the state institutions were not 

created to serve the citizens but only their leaders.  

 Once the estimative results indicated that Băsescu would be the next president of 

Romania, many people went out to celebrate. Băsescu went to the University Square 
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where his supporters celebrated to ask them to go home and wait for the official results be 

released (thus trying to appear as a man of principle). One of his statements addressed to 

the people gathered in the University Square (a symbol of the anti-communist movement) 

was: “Today, at 9 p.m., communism fell!” (Băsescu in Sava and Duțulescu 2004, 

December 14). Therefore 15 years after the Romanian Revolution communism was 

supposedly defeated once again.  

 

Media discourse: vilifying Iliescu once again 

In 2004 Adevărul adopted a critical stance against the whole political class, 

framing negatively both Băsescu and Năstase, both the PSD and the Alliance DA. It 

claimed that the political class produced neither coherent political platforms nor 

representative political leaders: “we cannot even choose between good and evil, between 

monsters standing on their tails and archangels on white horses, but we have to choose 

between bad and worse as a curse which follows us for so many years” (Popescu 2004, 

November 27).
207

 This quote thus points to an emergent crisis of legitimation in post-

communist Romania. RL did not change its anti-PSD position, but before the first round 

of elections it also framed the Alliance DA as a formation of socialist origin due to the 

PD’s and the PSD’s common past within the FSN. Instead RL chose to support the 

PNȚCD and his candidate, the mayor of Timișoara (see Vaida 2004, November 25). 

Once Băsescu and Năstase qualified for the second round of elections, RL framed the 

former as the proponent of change in contrast to Adrian Năstase portrayed as the symbol 

of corruption and stagnation in Romania. EZ supported Băsescu and his coalition from 
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 After the second round of elections several journalists from Adevărul publicly announced their 

decision to abstain from voting.  
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the beginning of the electoral campaign, while fiercely criticizing Năstase, Iliescu and the 

PSD. 

All the newspapers mentioned and criticized the unorthodox/illegal strategies 

employed by the PSD to obtain more public support such as bribing workers and 

pensioners, faking opinion polls which indicated a significant advantage for the PSD and 

organizing a whole structure of electoral tourism,
208

 thus reminding about communist 

strategies to influence the results of elections.
209

 Adevărul claimed that bribing was the 

main electoral strategy of the PSD: “the PSD threw on the electorate a torrent of alms, 

raises, benefits, state subventions – be it real or just promised – with the hope that in this 

way it can hide its organism eaten by corruption, scurrility, thievery and arrogance” 

(Popescu 2004, November 27). This was thus in line with results of the Transparency 

International’s report on corruption. The news media also sanctioned the involvement of 

the president in function Ion Iliescu in the political campaign by organizing meetings 

with people to promote Năstase and the PSD or doing administrative work for the PSD 

(e.g. answering phone calls in the main office of the PSD) (see Sava 2004, November 22; 

Vaida 2004, November 24). EZ also reported about cases of people forced to take part in 

the electoral rallies: “Tens of teachers told us about the humiliation they had to endure. 

They remembered the times under Ceaușescu, but they don’t want to release their names” 

(Trandafir 2004, November 27). Therefore, EZ suggested that the PSD governance 

                                                      
208

 Electoral tourism refers to the practice of transporting citizens on the party’s expense to vote 

several times in different places in the country.   

 
209

 See for instance, Rădulescu (2004, November 26); Oprea and Mihai (2004, November 26); 

Vaida (2004, November 24); Sava (2004, November 22); Popescu (2004, November 27); 

Georgescu (2004, November 23); Prelipceanu (2004, November 30); Bălan (2004, December 1); 

Băcanu (2004, December 3).  
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managed to enforce a regime of fear given the refusal of people to speak openly: “in only 

four years the party instilled the fear among people again” (Trandafir 2004, November 

27). Because no legal sanctions followed in spite of the evidence presented by the news 

media regarding violations of the electoral law, the newspapers also criticized the police 

and the prosecutors for their lack of reaction (see for instance Levant 2004, November 

22; Cărbunaru and Ștefan 2014, November 27; Ciobanu 2004, December 3).  

RL suggested that Iliescu’s behavior at the end of the mandate represented his 

desperate attempts to remain in power after he did not have the constitutional right to be 

president anymore (see Popescu S. 2004, November 22). Therefore, if Năstase and the 

PSD were winning, it meant he could still control everything. Ion Iliescu became thus a 

main actor in the news media as if he was one of the candidates to presidency, different 

than in 2000 while the president in function Emil Constantinescu was totally absent in the 

public sphere.
210

 EZ also presented Iliescu as a dictator due to his condescendence toward 

journalists and lack of respect for the law: “Asked if he used public money to visit Olt 

county, he answered: ‘why do you care? What’s the problem?’” (Oprea 2004, November 

22). When questioned about the constitutional stipulations regarding the neutrality of the 

president, he had the same disregarding attitude as reported by EZ: “I am not impressed 

… which neutrality am I breaking? I am not Switzerland. I am the President of Romania” 

(Iliescu in Oprea 2004, November 24). His responses to journalists indicate the 

disconnected relation between media and politics in 2004 given that the news media 

criticism did not influence the political behavior. The lack of reaction of the legal 

institutions also could have explained the behavior of the political actors in power. 

                                                      
210

 The news media ironically referred to him as “candidate Iliescu.” 
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The PSD was compared with the former communist party, being accused by EZ of 

staging its electoral tour in a way which reminded about Ceaușescu’s regime: “the PSD 

activists asked the peasants to go on the streets to wave flags inscribed with PSD+PUR 

and groups of children were posted on the presidential route exactly like during 

Ceaușescu’s era. Only their red ties were missing” (Oprea 2004, November 24); “they 

want to keep us in the dark. The televisions are under their control more than ever. It is 

like under Ceaușescu” (Trandafir 2004, November 27). However, EZ tried to keep an 

optimistic tone by predicting the victory of Traian Băsescu: “these are the last days of 

communism” (Trandafir 2004, November 27), and thus suggesting that all the abuses 

done by the PSD were a sign that they had nothing to lose anymore. EZ also accused the 

PSD of trying to defraud the elections as the communists did in 1946: ‘it is not important 

how many people like you, but how many you managed to count during the voting.’ In 

other words, the party chooses its electors and not the electorate chooses its party. Stalin 

can be proud” (Tapalagă 2004, December 9; see also Gheo 2004, December 4) 

The leak of the alleged PSD transcripts was treated differently by the news media. 

Adevărul initially published excerpts from the PSD transcripts, but then minimalized 

them and abandoned the topic: “we considered that these texts, which are not 

authenticated by audio recordings, have nothing sensational, but they present the PSD 

politicians in an idyllic light compared with the sharpness of the investigations and the 

shock of the disclosures published in Adevărul during the last years” (Popescu 2004, 

November 27). Therefore, Adevărul reinforced its legitimacy and political independence 

by pointing to its own investigations about the illegalities committed by the PSD 

members. Both EZ and RL treated the transcripts as authentic, publishing whole pages 
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from the leaked documents, posting them online, and commenting them. To show that the 

transcripts were truthful, RL compared statements from the transcripts with the old 

communist texts written by Năstase, identifying common points and thus suggesting that 

he did not change his communist mentality (see Ficeac 2004, November 25). In a similar 

vein, EZ published and commented an interview given by Năstase to a Russian 

publication in 1989 in which he was praising communism in Romania: “with only few 

weeks before the Revolution started in Timișoara, Năstase was the faithful soldier of the 

general secretary of the PCR, Nicolae Ceaușescu” (Goșu 2004, December 3).
211

 

Therefore, both RL and EZ were trying to frame Năstase as a second-rank member of the 

communist nomenclature. 

RL claimed that the PSD strategies would have been envied by both the PCR and 

the Nazi: “few dared to believe that the internal meetings of the party leadership can be 

worse than the famous meetings of the Executive Political Committee presided by 

Nicolae Ceaușescu” (Bălan 2004, November 25); “Goebbels, the Nazi minister of 

propaganda, the greatest artist in changing reality, seems as an amateur when compared 

with the team of Năstase” (Băcanu 2004, November 26). 

Adrian Năstase was framed by Adevărul as a versatile political actor able to 

control his weaknesses (e.g. arrogance and condescendence) in order to convince the 

electorate he is the best candidate for presidency (Popescu 2004, November 22). 

However, Adevărul compared him with Iliescu especially when his discourse became 

populist: “the flat tax proposed by Mr. Băsescu and Alliance DA will make the rich richer 

and the poor poorer” (Năstase in Popescu 2004, November 22). Therefore, Adevărul 
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 EZ also reported that Năstase was part of the Romanian official team which went to North 

Korea to promote the success of communist Romania in 1989 (see Nistorescu 2004, December 6). 



 
 

276 
 

noted that the PSD maintained the old discourse of threatening the electorate with social 

inequalities (in fact using former communist arguments against capitalism). EZ portrayed 

Năstase as an arrogant political actor who pretended to be an educated European 

politician, while ignoring the common people. Different than Iliescu who managed to 

appear as a poor and honest political actor, Năstase could not hide his craving for 

enriching himself, as EZ claimed. Furthermore this supposedly changed the image of the 

political leader from “‘poor and honest’ to ‘rich and corrupt’ without disturbing the 

minds of the electorate. To do such an operation of mass lobotomizing, one needs to have 

the spirit of either genius or dictator” (see Tapalagă 2004, December 7; see also see Fati 

2004, November 22). RL also described Năstase as an arrogant politician who loved a 

luxurious life and did not use to meet with the ordinary people, preferring instead the 

televisions (see Bălan 2004, December 1; Bălan 2004, December 3).  

As mentioned above, Adevărul also criticized Traian Băsescu, not only Iliescu 

and Năstase, claiming that his campaign had only one theme – corruption – which was 

repeated obsessively because he was trying to hide the fact that Alliance DA did not have 

a clear political program: “Băsescu looks like he is not running for presidency but for the 

leadership of the Anti-Corruption Office” (Popescu 2004, November 22; see also 

Popescu 2004, November 27). According to Adevărul, Băsescu adopted a judgmental 

aggressive discourse in order to appropriate Vadim Tudor’s electorate: “In cold blood, 

Băsescu used Vadim Tudor’s extremism like ‘gun machines on stadiums’ and ‘I eradicate 

corruption’ by saying ‘I execute every corrupt minister with my own hands. I bring him 

in front of the people’ promising to eradicate corruption in six months” (Popescu 2004, 

November 22). Different than in 2000, when Vadim Tudor was compared with 



 
 

277 
 

Ceaușescu, the initial reference got lost so that the authoritarian statements of Băsescu 

only attracted him the comparison with Vadim Tudor, but not with Ceaușescu. In return, 

Traian Băsescu benefitted from a positive image in EZ which described him as a 

spontaneous, easy-going person who has the capacity to recognize his mistakes and thus 

looked more humane than the other candidates to presidency: “he makes mistakes; he 

recognizes that he makes mistakes; and he can say ‘I am sorry.’ Băsescu is a leader with 

whom many Romanians can identify” (Fati 2004, November 22). Therefore this 

perceived humbleness made him avoid being framed as a dictator in spite of his 

statements sometimes characterized by aggressiveness and authoritarianism. 

After the first round of election, EZ and RL criticized the apathy which seemed to 

characterize part of the Romanian population and which made them to stay home instead 

of going to vote. Interestingly, they ascribed this tendency to communism, coupled with 

orthodox fatalism: “half of the Romanians continued their lethargic sleep in which they 

fell because of the years of communism;” “no matter how much somebody steals from 

them, lies them or humiliates them, they would turn the other cheek inevitably. They are 

the adepts of the most perverse religion: fatalism” (Turturică 2004, November 29); 

“nowadays the state of indifference … begins to transform truly and regrettably a nation 

which slowly is losing it democratic feeling of opposition” (Ștefan 2004, December 4). 

Therefore, the right to abstain from vote was perceived by RL and TL as a threat against 

democracy.  

 Băsescu’s reference to the communist past during the final electoral debate had 

different reverberations in the newspapers. Thus, Adevărul described both of the two 

candidates as part of the same social category, lacking any ideological drive (either as the 
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communist Ion Iliescu or the anti-communist Corneliu Coposu), with no moral principles, 

and opportunists:  

Băsescu said: Adrian, we are both two former communists. This is totally false. 

Neither Băsescu nor Năstase were ever communists. They were members of the 

Romanian Communist Party, both of them know very well which color the 

Securitate’s eyes had, but they are just two shifty people on the field designed 

by Ceaușescu’s regime. Fighting over votes they have neither strong convictions 

nor moral principles” (Popescu 2004, December 11).  

Thus, Adevărul made a distinction between communism, which was a political conviction 

and being a member of the communist party, which was a notion empty of meaning. 

Being a member of the PCR did not imply a political status. This argument was in line 

with Adevărul’s discourse about the lack of coherent political programs in the Romanian 

society. According to Adevărul, opportunists had no political color.  

In contrast to Adevărul, Băsescu’s rhetorical question about communism was 

interpreted as a purgatory act by EZ and RL. Thus EZ framed Băsescu as a former 

communist who did not try to hide his past and who learnt from the past, thus changing 

his mentality and proving that he could lead a reform in Romania. This stood in sharp 

contrast with Năstase and other PSD leaders who were seen as not able to purge 

themselves from communism: “he became a communist disgusted by the defrocked 

communists” (Ungureanu 2004, December 10); “what the public will remember is that 

one candidate assumes his past while the other is trying to hide it” (Pora 2004, December 

10). RL also appreciated the sincerity of Băsescu and considered that he had the capacity 
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to become the promoter of a radical change and a true break with the past, while Năstase 

remained stuck in the old communist mentality (see ‘Intre …’ 2004, December 10). 

After the elections, RL claimed that the victory of Băsescu represented the return 

of Romania to its destiny: “we leave the extremist political system and return to the 

democracy in which our nation lived before the WWII” (Franck 2004, December 17). 

Through such a statement, RL ignored the CDR governance from 1996 through 2000, 

suggesting that the CDR only had the formal power while the PDSR structures 

maintained actual control. Both RL and EZ described the euphoria of the people in the 

University Square who were singing anti-communist songs like in 1990: “‘Better dead 

than communist!’ The ‘ruffians’ are singing with nostalgia remembering every line. 

Today’s students who 15 years ago were graduating from the kindergarten don’t know 

the lyrics but they like the rhythm and jump happily” (Bogdan 2004, December 14); 

“their slogans reminded about 90 – 92: ‘Down with communism’ and ‘victory’” (Sava 

and Duțulescu 2004, December 14); “Băsescu told to the people in the University Square: 

‘Today, at 9 p.m. communism fell!’ and this represents the fulfillment of what began 15 

years ago” (Sava and Duțulescu 2004, December 14); “15 years after the revolution, 

those people who gathered in the University Square on Sunday night chanted in one 

voice: ‘Down with communism!’” (Stănciulescu 2004, December 14). By using symbols 

of the anti-communist protests (e.g. University Square, anti-communist songs and slogans 

from the early 1990s), part of the population in Bucharest associated the victory of 

Băsescu as the victory against communism (equated with the PSD, Iliescu and Năstase). 

EZ referred to Băsescu as the new national hero: “Traian Băsescu is the savior of the 

feeble Romanian democracy” (Sebastian 2004, December 14). This shows that in 2004 
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the understanding of politics in Romania still operated in terms of charismatic authority 

rather than an authority that resides with institutions.  

While RL cheered the victory of Băsescu, it nevertheless claimed that the 

Romanian Revolution would only end when Iliescu left politics (see Baltac 2004, 

December 11). The successive leadership of the first containers of power installed after 

the fall of Ceaușescu under different names (FSN – FDSN – PDSR –PSD) was described 

as a preferential democracy or a formal democracy – therefore, just simulating a state 

based on the rule of law: “the system remains intact, active, efficient, ready to answer any 

time and to reactivate its solidarities in key moments, under the shield of democracy 

whose laws are only mimicked and which is parasitized by it” (Ion Manolescu in Stanca 

2004, December 12). While EZ stressed the fact that people celebrated Băsescu’s victory 

as the end of communism, it nevertheless claimed that the voting was emotional and not 

ideological: “only the intellectuals and the journalists are talking about the left and the 

right because the electorate does not notice the difference … the electorate is not making 

ideological distinctions” (see Pora 2004, December 10).  

Different than EZ and RL, Adevărul criticized Băsescu’s supporters for referring 

to his victory as the (final) end of communism in Romania:  

The happy guys of today … drank champagne and then went to sleep … The 

young people of ’89 also went to sleep, but with a bullet in their foreheads or 

their chests … To compare the grey regime of Iliescu and Năstase … with the 

communist era is either lack of knowledge or lack of respect (Popescu, 2004, 

December 21). 
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 The proposal of Ion Iliescu for the political class to form a government of national 

unity after the victory of Băsescu was fiercely criticized by EZ: “the option of a 

government of national unity is the same like the New Man or the socialist 

consciousness. It is a utopia launched by Ion Iliescu although it was not invented by him. 

It was just borrowed from his older comrades” (Nistorescu 2004, December 16). This 

quote thus shows that the news media distanced from politics with respect to the use of 

national myths. A common topos in the political discourse was now described in cynical 

terms by the news media.  

 The analysis of the news media discourse during the 2004 political campaign 

shows that the newspapers did not agree on a definition of communism and especially on 

its end. This image seemed also ambiguous in the foreign media as sourced in the 

Romanian newspapers. While EZ noted: “the international media continue to see the 

victory of the former communists’ party at the elections in Romania” (Iacob and 

Munteanu 2004, November 30), some headlines indicated the contrary: “actually the 

Romanians had to choose between two communists” (see Munteanu 2004, December 14); 

thus reiterating Băsescu’s discourse.
212
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 Given that in November 2004 Ukraine was experiencing its Orange Revolution the foreign 

media also applied the patterns identified in the developing events in the neighboring country to 

Romania: “the orange power continues to advance in Eastern Europe” (see ‘Victoria …’ 2004, 

December 15). Such a discourse was also caused by some elements which seemed to be common 

in Romania and Ukraine: after the first round of elections, Băsescu accused the PSD of electoral 

fraud; the color of the Alliance DA was orange, and the evening of the second round of elections, 

both Băsescu and Năstase seemed convinced that they won.  
 



 
 

282 
 

2009: The time machine 

This section mostly deals with the reflection of mass media on political discourse 

in general given that the political discourse during the electoral campaign contained only 

minor references to the communist past. The political discourse and its news media 

representation will be discussed only in one event in which the official discourse 

triggered contesting vernacular forms of memory: the political staging of a paradoxical 

alliance between ideological opponents which appealed to the ideals of the Revolution to 

get public support and legitimacy. Instead, it only created turmoil rather than consensus 

as the analysis of the news media representations shows. However, before this a summary 

presentation of the political context and of the state of the news media in 2009 is 

necessary. 

2009 was the first year when the parliamentary elections did not coincide with the 

presidential elections in post-communist Romania.
213

 Twelve candidates ran for 

presidency, but the news media focused only on three of them during the electoral 

campaign for the first round of elections held on November 22: Traian Băsescu (PDL), 

Mircea Geoană (PSD) and Crin Antonescu (PNL).
214

 The first two qualified for the 
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 This was the result of changing the presidential mandate from four to five years, as stipulated 

by the 2003 Constitution of Romania. 

 
214

 Not long after the 2004 elections, the relation between the president Băsescu (who wanted 

anticipated parliamentary elections so that the Alliance DA would represent the majority in the 

Parliament) and the premier Popescu – Tariceanu (who refused to resign as initially agreed with 

Băsescu) deteriorated and this finally led to the split of the coalition. Given that some influent 

PNL members did not agree with this decision, they left the party and joined instead the PD 

which thus became the Democrat Liberal Party (PDL). In spite of the similar declared political 

strategies, the PNL and the PDL did not manage to reunite anymore. 
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second round of elections, which were won by Traian Băsescu with 50.33%, in spite of 

the fact that PNL sided with PSD to support Geoană.
215

  

While RL and EZ supported Traian Băsescu during the electoral campaign, 

Adevărul took a puzzling decision. Although 2009 was a year of presidential elections, 

Adevărul did not cover the political campaign, invoking the readers’ apathy for political 

debate, as its press release read:
216

  

Due to the strong decrease of the readers’ interest for the political debate, the 

managerial and editorial team … adopted a strategy to avoid involving the 

brand Adevărul in any situation which can be interpreted as a political 

partisanship … the evolution of Adevărul … can be affected by the immaturity 

of the political class during this period of time. Therefore, at a time when the 

readers interest for the political actors is decreasing and in a society in which 

there is no grey between black and white, the leadership of Adevărul took a 

series of decisions to protect our publications (see ‘Comunicat …,’ 2009, 

December 21). 

These measures included the request for all actors involved in the electoral process 

(including the secret services) to respect Adevărul’s decision of abstention, publishing 

only one page with general information from politics, publishing no political stories on 

the first page, no political advertising, and no participation of Adevărul’s journalists to 

political shows. The refusal of a leading mainstream newspaper to cover crucial political 
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 After the first round Băsescu obtained about 32%, Geoană about 30% and Antonescu about 

20%. None of the other nine candidates managed to obtain more than 5%. 

 
216

 In 2009 Adevărul was owned by the PNL member Dinu Patriciu, one of the big five media 

moguls (see Coman 2010). Adevărul published the press release several times during the electoral 

campaign.  
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events in a society revealed an acute crisis of political legitimacy twenty years after the 

fall of communism in Romania.
217

 It also raised questions about the journalists’ 

understanding of their role in society. Besides the public disappointment with the 

political class, the quote above also makes references to the state of mass media in 2009, 

especially during political campaigns, which supposedly was politicized to such a degree 

that it only offered propaganda instead of presenting an objective image of the political 

events. According to Adevărul only an unbiased coverage could foster meaningful 

debates in the public sphere, but this was not seen as possible in Romania in 2009. RL 

and EZ also decried the state of mass media in 2009 (see Ghinea 2009, November 25).
218

 

For instance, EZ claimed that the criticism addressed to the communist journalists in the 

early 1990s were unfair given that those people had the excuse that there was no 

professional alternative for them. In return, the propaganda done by journalists in 2009 

could not be justified anymore (see Ioniță 2009, December 1).   

In spite of Adevărul’s claim that it did not take a political stance during the 

presidential campaign, the newspaper could not exist in a political vacuum. On the one 

hand, it extensively addressed the fall of communism in Romania to mark the twentieth 

anniversary of the Romanian Revolution, as it was already shown in chapter five. Within 

this framework, the in-depth investigation regarding the last days of communism in 

Romania cannot be read outside the (present) political context. For instance, Adevărul’s 

commemoration of the Revolution demonized important FSN leaders and framed Ion 

Iliescu (who was the honorary president of the PSD in 2009) as the main responsible 
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 Adevărul did not forget to mention that this publication was number one on the print news 

media market.  

 
218

 The complaints were especially addressed to the television institutions. 
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actor for the bloodshed after Ceaușescu fled on December 22, 1989, who furthermore 

blocked the attempts of the Romanian society to come to terms with it past. As long as 

the PSD was associated with Iliescu, Adevărul’s journalistic investigation of the past was 

unfavorable to Mircea Geoană. On the other hand, the op-eds published in Adevărul were 

highly politicized.
219

 Last but not least, Adevărul’s decision to abstain from joining the 

politics of scandal (so that it would not become or be perceived as part of the media of 

scandal) unintentionally supported the discourse of Băsescu against the political class. 

Adevărul suggested that the society polarized so much so that it replicated the 

situation in 1990, when the main dictum was “who is not with us is against us” (or in 

Adevărul’s words: “no greys between black and white”). The political class was thus 

accused of lacking the maturity and the capacity to contribute to a deliberative democracy 

through meaningful political programs to shape the future of the Romanian society. In 

spite of the cynical description of politics in Romania, Adevărul urged people to vote and 

thus reinforced the idea of elections as a new beginning: “we know that there are chances 

to also build in Romania a vibrant democracy. We know that we can trustfully organize 

the public space for the confrontations of ideas – a goal which unfortunately we did not 

manage to reach in the last 20 years” (Nahoi 2009, November 23; see also Cartianu 2009, 

November 21). Adevărul thus describes the ideal of a public sphere as the goal of the new 

elections.  

During his first presidential mandate since 2004 to 2009, Băsescu seemed to be in 

a permanent conflict with the political class. He claimed that people wanted a reform of 

the political class, and therefore claimed that he sided with the Romanian nation against 
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 However, Adevărul published op-eds which were favorable both to Geoană and Băsescu 

(therefore offering arguments pro- and against- the two candidates to presidency). 
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the corrupt politicians: “my only ally is the Romanian citizen who is ignored by too many 

politicians today” (‘PSD …’ 2009, November 24). The image of the Romanian society, 

as described in the news media, served well his goals. While in 2009 the scrutinized 

newspapers did not present such a grim image of Romania with respect to the economic 

situation as they used to do, they nevertheless framed the whole political class in a 

negative light (as consisting of opportunists and corrupt people). EZ described the 

Romanian electorate as being disappointed with the politics in Romania - a country 

“bombed with contradicting electoral news, with people who declare themselves … 

disgusted, disappointed, indifferent or not involved” (see Udișteanu 2009, Noiembrie 16).  

People interviewed by EZ had different opinions about political actors, but nevertheless 

their statements mirrored a disappointment with the whole political class: “you don’t 

even know whom you can trust. All of them are lying” (see Udișteanu 2009, Noiembrie 

16).  

Besides the political class, Băsescu’s discourse pointed to another supposed 

enemy of the Romanian society – the media moguls. These were either Romanian 

political people and/or Romanian businessmen with strong ties to politics (usually 

involved in scandals of high level corruption), which were using media outlets for their 

own purposes. Their main goal during the political campaign was, according to Băsescu, 

to bring the PSD back to power so that they can get around the law. As a supporter of 

Băsescu during the electoral campaign, EZ reinforced his discourse about media moguls 

and their connections with the PSD (see Ciornei 2009, November 19).
220

 Adevărul –

owned at that time by one of the Romanian media tycoons – claimed that Băsescu’s fight 
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 EZ was owned by the Swiss company Ringier in 2009.  
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against the media moguls put the whole media system in a negative light: “Mr. Băsescu 

wants a democracy without the press. He would suspend mass media as he wants to do 

with the Parliament. He would organize anticipated elections and would replace the 

journalists” (Cristea, 2009, November 16).  

During the political campaign, EZ and RL accused Mircea Geoană and the PSD of 

manipulative practices which reminded them about those of the FSN in the early 1990s. 

For instance, a strike of the subway workers in Bucharest organized few days before the 

first round of elections was linked to the PSD which supposedly stood behind it. The goal 

would have been the rise of negative feelings against Traian Băsescu and the PDL 

government: “Bucharest will be totally blocked today and hundreds of thousands of 

people will be punished just because Mircea Geoană hopes that Băsescu will lose votes in 

this way” (Marian 2009, November 17). To sustain its claims, EZ pointed to the fact that 

the union leader of the subway workers used to be a PSD senator. It also suggested that 

the strike of the subway workers mimicked the ‘mineriade,’ especially due to the PSD 

request for the workers to end the strike in a similar manner in which Iliescu asked the 

coal miners to return home after they cleared the University Square in June 1990: “the 

PSD asked the Metrorex employees to restart their activity. If you are curious to read the 

press release you will see that there are not many differences between the mineriada of 

Mircea Geoană in 2009 and the one of Iliescu in 1990” (Ghibuțiu 2009, November 18; 

see also Ciornei 2009, November 19). According to EZ, the PSD was trying to get 

support for its candidate by instigating to hate: “the theme ‘Traian Băsescu dictator’ is as 

constructed as the theme ‘We don’t sell our country’” (Patapievici 2009, November 19; 
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see also Ghibuțiu 2009, November 25). The latter argument was invoked in 1990 by the 

FSN and Ion Iliescu against the historical parties.   

After the first round of elections, when Geaona and Băsescu qualified for the last 

round, the PNL candidate Crin Antonescu claimed that he was the victim of a fraud, but 

renounced to this discourse using the conspiracy theory as soon as he decided whom to 

support in the second round of the presidential elections. Adevărul mocked the claims 

that the elections were defrauded which started to look like a national hysteria: “what 

should a grandma from the countryside believe? That the Soviet tanks with Stalin up on 

the turret are juggling with the votes like in ’46?” (Cartianu 2009, November 23). The 

author did not deny that some abuses were committed which was seen as usual, but he 

suggested that once the law is applied there should be no problem: “the solution is 

simple: fine, criminal case, trial, prison. That’s it!” (Cartianu 2009, November 23). What 

it can thus be observed in the 2009 campaign is a constant attempt of the news media to 

deconstruct political discourses.  

Antonescu rejected the possibility to urge his electorate to vote for Traian 

Băsescu, claiming that the latter was not a liberal president, but had no hesitation in 

declaring his support for the candidate of the political left, Mircea Geoană. Thus, the 

PNL signed an alliance with the PSD. For its support, the PNL got the promise that the 

prime-minister would be Klaus Johannis, the mayor of Sibiu (a main city in 

Transylvania).
221

 Few days later the PSD – PNL coalition also managed to bring the other 

parliamentary parties (except PDL) under the same umbrella against Băsescu. Therefore, 
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 Johannis was the mayor of Sibiu since 2000 and the president of the Democratic Forum of 

Germans in Romania. In spite of the fact that the German minority represented less than 2 % in 

Sibiu he was elected as mayor in 2000 with a majority of almost 80 %. He was also famous for 

bringing his city the status of European Capital of Culture in 2007, a title granted by the European 

Union to cities which organize a series of cultural events with a strong European emphasis. 
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they created the image of Băsescu as the biggest threat to Romania. In return, Băsescu 

claimed that the newly formed coalition threatened to send Romania 20 years back when 

the FSN, the precursory party of the PSD controlled all the state institutions (‘PSD …’ 

2009, November 24). 

EZ accused the PSD and the PNL of staging a spontaneous partisanship (against a 

national evil/threat embodied by Traian Băsescu) just to hide the fact that both of them 

manipulated their electorate in a cynic way (Patapievici 2009, November 26). Therefore, 

everything would have been prepared carefully long time before, which also included the 

nomination of Klaus Johannis (who benefitted from a positive public image) in order to 

fool the PNL electorate which could have issues with the alliance between the PNL 

(representing the political right) and the PSD (representing the political left):  

Johannis – meaning the honest and hardworking German who can heal all of us 

of thievery and worthlessness through a magic act of substitution. As the 

German King Carol I was the providential man of the modernization of 

Romania, we are now invited to believe, through hypnosis, that Johannis would 

be the providential man of this moment
222

 (Patapievici 2009, November 26).  

The writer thus claimed that the PSD was playing a farce following the model described 

by Marx (1852) in the The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. This idea was 

reinforced by subsequent texts in EZ: “I am wondering what will the Romanians, who 

imagine that they get Carol I, the founder of modern Romania, do when they will realize 

… that actually received Carol II, also a German prince, but who sold us in a game of 

poker” (Mihăieș, 2009, November 30).
223

 In the same vein, RL pointed to public 

                                                      
222

 Carol I was the first king of Romania.  
223

 Carol II turned Romania into a military dictatorship.  
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statements made by Crin Antonescu (who talked about the “project Johannis”) to show 

that the nomination of the German mayor as the future prime-minister of Romani was just 

an electoral strategy: 

Klaus Johannis is not a person, a human being … He is a vision, an idea. He is 

the vision of Crin Antonescu, the idea of Crin Antonescu. Therefore, when the 

PSD and the PNL talk about the ‘project Johannis’ we are actually asked to vote 

for the ‘idea Johannis’” (Câmpeanu 2009, November 27).  

RL thus criticized the PSD – PNL coalition of attempts to manipulate the electorate by 

using the Romanian mythology regarding Germans: “Romania will be saved by Klaus 

Johannis – the only one capable to uproot this country from the Balkan swamp and to 

move it into a different area of civilization where the Prussian influences would turn us 

from the spectators of history into its heroes” (Fati 2009, November 26). This quote 

shows a remarkable degree of self-irony and distance to the obsession of Romania to 

return to history, to become a historical force shaping its own destiny that characterized 

the Romanian news media in the first decade of post-communism. An op-ed published in 

Adevărul criticized the agreement among PSD, PC, PNL, and UDMR to support Geoană 

against Băsescu, claiming that the mix of the parties clearly indicated that there was no 

common vision for the future path of Romania, especially because of the puzzling 

coalition between parties with contradicting political visions. The only role of this 

coalition was to create a fake image of the social and political situation in Romania (as 

being in danger) and to further instill fear so that the Romanian electorate would unite to 

act together against the national evil Băsescu: 
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the big alliance PSD-PC-PNL-UDMR understood to simplify its strategy and 

electoral goals at maximum. It only has one aim (declared in a disarming 

candor): to topple Băsescu. According to this perspective, the elections do not 

represent the classical democratic tool anymore … they represent just a general 

fight to change the boss. The population is invited to vote just to settle private 

antipathies. It is thus implied that a single man is guilty for all the evils in the 

society and his toppling is enough to save the country. It is simple like that: 

Romania with Băsescu: disaster. Romania without Băsescu: normality, 

prosperity, paradise (Plesu 2009, December 2).   

This deconstruction of the political discourses in the news media indicates that part of the 

Romanian media reached its maturity to reflect on politics. This state is also reflected in 

the media criticism on media (see the complaints about the propagandistic style mainly 

adopted by the audiovisual media). Therefore, while the political actors tried to use 

binary oppositions to vilify their opponents, the news media chose to denounce them. The 

quote above also shows that the puzzling coalition between the left-wing PSD and the 

right-wing PNL confirmed the nature of Romanian politics as networks of private 

interests. Nevertheless, Adevărul argued that the political campaign of Băsescu was built 

on the same catastrophic register: “If Geoană wins we are lost!” While denouncing the 

(immoral) political strategies employed in the 2009 campaign (and which actually 

represented a defining characteristic of the post-communist politics in Romania), 

Adevărul militated for a model of deliberative democracy:  

until December 6 we will float between two abysses. But this type of electoral 

atmosphere is profoundly undemocratic. It is not normal to go to vote in fear 
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and to have the feeling that the life or death of the nation depends on your vote 

… democracy asks for deliberative calm, calm responsibility, balanced 

judgment (Plesu 2009, December 2). 

This statement thus also justifies the decision of Adevărul to take distance from the 

electoral campaign. It furthermore shows that some journalists, in contrast to political 

actors, had overcome a scheme of blaming the state of affairs in Romania upon one 

individual, one “dictator”, a figure first established in the post-communist transition with 

respect to Ceaușescu. 

The decision of the political leaders to make public their supposedly “historical” 

act of unity under the name of Partnership for Timișoara on the national day of 

December 1
st
 (which stood for national unity, and opened the month which marked the 

twentieth anniversary of the Romanian Revolution) in Timișoara (the city of the 

Romanian Revolution) while staging public support (bringing supporters from outside of 

Timișoara) in a place in which the national political actors were not welcomed stirred 

outrage especially of people who participated in the Romanian Revolution, as indicated 

by all the analyzed newspapers. The following quote from Adevărul described well the 

state of confusion in post-communist Romania, accentuated by the political attempt to 

simulate the fulfillment of the Romanian Revolution in December 2009: 

I thought that an evil mogul used me as a subject in a time capsule experiment 

and that’s why I woke up in the ‘90s. …The protesters were shouting ‘down 

with the dictatorship,’ while supporting the president … who aims for another 

presidential mandate … I also don’t understand the slogan ‘down with the 



 
 

293 
 

communists’ … Are any communists in power? If not, are communist those 

who want to come to power? (Halpert, 2009, December 3)
224

 

EZ criticized the PSD – PNL meeting in Timișoara when the name of the former leader of 

the historical opposition was invoked to legitimize the coalition for supposedly national 

interests: “Yesterday, Corneliu Coposu was advanced post-mortem by the PNȚCD … to 

the rank of electoral agent for Mircea Geoană” (Dinu and Miat 2009, December 2; see 

also Hera 2009, December 2).  This was possible because the non-parliamentary party 

PNȚCD agreed to join the coalition initiated by the PSD and the PNL. Thus the PNȚCD 

president stated in a public address in the Opera Square (the place where many people 

died in December 1989):  

the stipulations of this protocol were approved by Corneliu Coposu. Corneliu 

Coposu did not find the necessary collaborators for a national reconciliation. 

These stipulations represent the will of the party’s seniors. The party’s Senate 

which comprises the survivors of the communist prisons voted for this initiative 

of reconciliation in unanimity (R. Sarbu in Dinu and Miat 2009, December 2).  

The mayor of Timișoara, an important PNȚCD leader, tried to clarify the options of the 

electorate by claiming that who votes for Băsescu “should know that they vote for 

communism and not the other way around” (see Dinu and Miat 2009, December 2). Crin 

Antonescu invoked the point 8 of the Proclamation of Timișoara to claim that if applied, 

then Băsescu should leave the political arena. In this way the leaders of the anti-Băsescu 

coalition tried to link Băsescu with the negative symbol ‘Iliescu.’ However, as EZ noted 
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 This quote refers to the fact that young people supporting Băsescu went on the streets 

displaying symbols of the Romanian Revolution and chanting “down with communism,” while 

Băsescu was still in power. This confusion was created by the leaders of a coalition dominated by 

the party known as the successor of the communist party who were claiming that Băsescu 

represented both Ceaușescu and communism.  
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the staged event was disturbed by offended people in Timișoara who protested against the 

use of their city and the symbols of their anti-communist fight for legitimizing the anti-

Băsescu coalition: “The staging of the national ‘reconciliation’ was perturbed by the 

protesters which reversed a PSD electoral rally into an anti-Geoană protest” (Dinu and 

Miat 2009, December 2; see also Hera 2009, December 2). EZ also criticized Geana’s 

lack of inspiration to say during the same event “before condemning we need to have the 

power to forgive.” Thus, one journalist posed the question: “comrades, before forgiving, 

shouldn’t we first know whom we should forgive?” (see Stoicescu 2009, December 2). 

Therefore, the journalist invoked the obsessive quest for truth about the past, and the truth 

about the victims and the perpetrators.  

RL described the Parteneriat for Timișoara as an attack against the memory of the 

victims of the Revolution: “after 20 years of ‘stupid people’ – remember the words of 

Bruncan in 1990 – we assist to an event which we never imagined would be possible in 

this country” (Bălan 2009, December 2). RL noted the irony that people from different 

political formations used the symbols of the (anti-communist) Revolution to “help the 

candidate of a party descending from the Communist Party to become president” (Bălan 

2009, December 2).  

Băsescu, as cited in RL, claimed that the political actors received in Timișoara 

what they deserved: “an explanation for the street protests in Timișoara and other cities is 

the arrogance of some politicians to go to the point zero of the Revolution and to talk 

about the future while they have Ion Iliescu as an honorary president … before I 

condemned communism I did not dare to organize any event in Timișoara” (Băsescu in 

Oprea 2009, December 3).  He thus reminded the electorate that he was the only 
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president of Romania who publicly condemned communism as a criminal regime. The 

quote also pointed to the anti-communist (and thus anti-PSD) spirit of Timișoara.   

Thus, the paradoxical coalition between the political left represented by the PSD 

and the political right represented by the National Liberal Party (PNL) to oppose the 

candidate of the (right-center) Democrat Liberal Party (PDL) during the campaign for the 

presidential elections triggered unexpected vernacular expressions of memory with 

respect to the communist past and its collapse.
225

 The decision of the PSD and the PNL to 

publicly announce their alliance in Timișoara on December 1
st
, 2009 was not very 

inspired. Timișoara was not only the city where the Romanian Revolution started in 

December 1989, but also the place of fierce opposition against FSN and its successor 

parties. As it was shown in chapter five, Timișoara also distanced itself from the political 

class, commemorating the Revolution in the absence of the main political actors from 

Bucharest. It thus meant that the PSD leaders were usually not welcomed there, and the 

PSD –PNL coalition was even more perceived as an offense by people in Timișoara. 

They went on the streets to protest by waiving the Romanian flag with its coat of arms 

cut out and chanting anti-communist slogans to recall the Romanian Revolution and to 

suggest that the revolution was not yet over. The date chosen by the two parties to make 

their decision public only managed to increase the level of indignation. The national 

Romanian day was often framed by both political actors and journalists as a return to 

history and an act of justice which was possible due to the Romanian Revolution. Both 

the national day and the Romanian Revolution carried the mythical notions of Romanian 
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 While both PNL and PSD co-governed together with PDL (the minority party in power) for 

different periods of time from 2004 through 2009, the coalition of traditionally former enemies, 

with opposing political views, which seemed impossible until then, closed the chain of 

probabilities in terms of political alliances in post-communist Romania. 
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identity – unity and national reconciliation – which were used in the PSD - PNL 

discourse. The political strategy to justify a puzzling coalition between two opposing 

ideological parties in order to get more votes for the coming elections was carefully 

staged by bringing together an arsenal of symbolic elements: the city and the square, the 

date, the use of national mythology and the invocation of charismatic figures.
226

 The 

public reaction which forced the PSD –PNL leaders to leave Timișoara in a hurry 

indicated that memory about a particular past cannot be imposed on people if they are not 

ready to accept a new discourse regarding that past and to change their remembrances.
227

 

RL described the Partnership for Timișoara as an attempt to “legitimize the 

victory of thieves’ revolution against the revolution in Timișoara” (Câmpeanu, 2009, 

December 4), while EZ framed it as a shameless attempt to change history in spite of 

public disapproval, as shown in a letter signed by representatives from the civil society 

and addressed to the mayor of Timișoara (who agreed to bring PNȚCD in a coalition 

dominated by its fierce enemy):  

we are astonished by your decision to use the balcony, the Opera Square, and 

the Proclamation of Timișoara … in a political conflict … don’t use the symbols 

of the revolution in Timișoara in your political fights. Don’t manipulate our 

memory and our dead people (Patapievici, 2009, December 2).  

                                                      
226

 The strategy was thought in such detail that the two parties even brought supporters from the 

villages surrounding Timișoara, given that the rural population in Romania has mainly supported 

the PSD rather than other parties. Although these supporters were outnumbered by the protesters, 

the presence of the two groups allowed different media outlets to present a distorted image of 

what happened in Timișoara, according to their own political orientations. 
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 For a theoretical discussion on the imposition of memory see Irwin-Zarecka (1994), Zelizer 

(1995),  Edy (2011). 
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This quote shows the tensions between vernacular and official forms of memory 

revealing that the local community felt that, once politicized, their memories would be 

spoiled. It also bears witness to the schism of remembering the revolution which divided 

Bucharest and Timișoara, the FSN and local militants against communism. 

The presence of the PSD–PNL leaders in Timișoara was compared by RL with the 

public appearance of the former communist leaders in December 1989 because both 

categories made exaggerated claims (general public support, political consensus) and 

staged their public appearances (they brought people from other areas to simulate their 

support):  

Everything was painstakingly controlled according to the ‘good’ rules of 

totalitarianism: the big bosses are coming, talking and leaving … it was exactly 

like twenty years ago … I wanted to retain on my eye’s retina the moment of 

the triumphal returning of the red rats to the same place from where they were 

cast out two decades ago (Mihăieș, 2009, December 7).  

A chain reaction followed the protests in Timișoara: more people went on the streets in 

other Romanian cities, but their protests had a different character. While many of the 

protesters in Timișoara were former participants in the Romanian Revolution and their 

action had a strong local significance, people taking part in the (much weaker) protests in 

Bucharest, Brașov or Cluj-Napoca were rather part of the post-communist generations.
228

 

They were also waiving the Romanian flags with a hole in the middle, while chanting the 

anti-communist slogans, as an attempt to reenact an event in which they did not take part 
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 A petition signed by representatives of the local civil society read: “Don’t use the symbols of 

the revolution in Timișoara in your political fights. Don’t manipulate our memory and our dead 

people” (see Patapievici, 2009, December 2).  
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in. Their solidarity with people in Timișoara (reinforced through the 1989 slogan “Today 

in Timișoara, tomorrow in the whole country!”) was rather the pretext to support the 

president in power, Traian Băsescu, than to contest the political strategy of the 

opposition. They were alluding that the possible coming to power of the newly formed 

coalition (and especially of the PSD) meant the return to communism. Therefore a protest 

against the politicization of memory was then nevertheless appropriated for political 

interests.  

After the elections, Adevărul referred to the electoral campaign as if it also had 

covered it:  

we were the spectators of a hysterical, deaf and seemingly infinite struggle. It 

seemed that we traveled back in time in the 1990s when the hatred was sharing 

punches, money and accusations against the landlords, drugs or fake dollars. 20 

years later the scenery was (re)decorated: dictators, communists, lying pigs, 

moguls, and tyrants. Brrr! We are in 2099 in the EU family and under the 

umbrella of NATO, but it looks like God took our minds! (Ciocăzanu 2009, 

December 7).  

The 2009 electoral campaign was compared by Adevărul with the one in 1990: “In 2009 

like in 1990 we voted under the urge of propaganda: we voted against. If we voted for 

Băsescu it meant that we voted against the media moguls, communist Ion Iliescu … if we 

voted for Geoană it meant that we wanted to save the country from dictatorship” (Barbu 

2009, December 11). In a similar way the vote in May 1990 was also a choice against 

something. For instance, voting for Iliescu meant to vote “against those who did not eat 

soybean salami, against the hooligans who wanted to destabilize the country, against the 
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landlord Ion Rațiu and the industrial owner Radu Câmpeanu,” while voting for the 

historical opposition was actually “a vote against members of the former nomenclature or 

Securitate” (Barbu 2009, December 11). While EZ favored Traian Băsescu during the 

political campaign, it harshly criticized him after he was reelected. For instance, his 

decision to call Ion Iliescu to discuss the structure of the future government was 

completely disapproved by EZ: “Iliescu is in everything surrounding us … no matter the 

president’s discourse about modernization, two decades after the Revolution, Romania 

remained in the same stage … perhaps Băsescu obtained some victories, but Iliescu won 

also when he did not run” (Ghibuțiu, 2009, December 22). Therefore, Iliescu remained 

the symbol of communism lingering in the post-communist Romanian society.  

 

Conclusions 

This chapter stresses the unstable and unpredictable nature of memory by 

focusing on the political discourses (as unfolded in the news media) during the political 

campaigns for presidential elections in the second decade of post-communism in 

Romania. On the one hand, it shows how the elections were generally interpreted as a 

new beginning – the end of communism supposed to finish the Revolution started in 

1989, like it was claimed in 2004. The paradox of the 2004 elections was the fact that the 

two candidates to presidency were both former communists who had privileged positions 

under the former regime. Nevertheless Băsescu managed to dissociate himself from 

communism by pointing to his capacity to confront his past and to learn from the past, 

different than Năstase who supposedly remained stuck in the past by his attempts to 

ignore/hide it.   
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On the other hand, this chapter reveals a confused society searching for its 

identity as displayed by the permanent switches between good and evil, as well as the 

obsessive requests for truth, and the need for a new beginning. The development of a 

political system characterized by networks of interests and charismatic authority led to a 

legitimation crisis which reached its peak in 2009. This furthermore affected the 

representations of the past by trying to mold it so that it would serve present political 

interests, which finally led twenty years after the fall of communism to such a degree of 

confusion that the Romanian society seemed to reach a full cycle in 2009.  

Communism was carrying a negative meaning. For instance, one way used by 

political actors to discredit their opponents was to attach to them the label “communist.” 

However, nationalism was perceived as a bigger threat than communism, being 

associated with dictatorship. This was revealed during the 2004 elections when many 

Romanians found themselves in a double-bind situation to choose between bad and 

worse. The main political leader of the first two decades of post-communism remained 

Ion Iliescu who nevertheless remained known as the symbol of communism.  

Perceiving communism as the Other (imposed from outside) reinforced the 

national myth of victimhood, which had futher negative implications for the development 

of the post-communist society. For instance, as one quote in RL revealed, victimhood 

meant being absolved from responsibility and guilt. Freedom also meant that people 

should be responsible for their actions instead of scapegoating somebody else which 

sometimes was a too big burden to bear. Nevertheless the second decade brought a 

reinterpretation of communism in Romania from alien to a product of foreign origin, but 

perfected by the Romanians as a regime of terror.  
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The public disappointment with the political class (as stressed by both the news 

media and the president) which seemed to resemble the old structures of power under a 

new (democratic) face led to a divide between the citizens and politics. The last section of 

this chapter discussed in detail the attempts of the political actors to impose a particular 

version of the past which was strongly rejected by the people, thus displaying the 

tensions between vernacular and official forms of memory. In spite of the careful staging 

of an event (“Partnership for Timișoara”) which was supposed to bring national 

reconciliation and unity and thus to serve the private interests of political actors, people 

fully rejected it. This shows that if a community is not ready to accept a change in the 

framework of memory such attempts would only cause “indignation, rather than 

consensus” (Zelizer, 1995, p. 220).    
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSIONS 

 

In my dissertation I tried to show how the collective memory of the communist 

past shaped the construction of the post-communist national identity in Romania since 

1990 through 2009. In this respect, my dissertation contributes to both communication 

studies and political science. On the one hand, it attempts to place communication studies 

among the central disciplines in the interdisciplinary field of memory studies by stressing 

the role played by the news media in shaping national identity through the public 

understanding of the recent past. On the other hand, it builds on the qualitative strands in 

political science by focusing on the construction of social and political order in 

communication as exemplified by the hermeneutical analysis of the political use of 

memory in post-communist Romania. 

My research identified discursive changes in understanding communism, as well 

as its collapse, over time. The comparative analysis of four newspapers also allowed me 

to examine different perspectives on the past and the present and to distinguish between 

dominant news media narratives (in line with the official discourse at particular times, as 

advanced by political actors in power) and counter-narratives (usually also expressed in 

the discourse of the political opposition or of particular groups in civil society). While 

România Liberă maintained a constant anti-communist stance, the other newspapers 

switched their preferences over time, according to different political configurations.  For 

instance, from being the FSN supporter in 1990, Tineretul Liber rather promoted the 

discourse of the political opposition during the 1992 electoral campaign, and contested 

the version about the Revolution advanced by Ion Iliescu and his party in 1994. The 

change in the Tineretul Liber’s discourse might be explained by the attempt to represent 
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the political views of its targeted audience mainly consisting of youth – a category also 

known as a main contester of the remaining in power of the former communists. In a 

similar vein, Adevărul switched its position from the mouthpiece of the FSN – the 

political formation which replaced the former communist party – and Ion Iliescu in the 

early 1990s to their adversary in 1996. In 1992 it rather favored the FSN and its candidate 

to presidency, but once the final round of the presidential elections was disputed between 

Ion Iliescu and Emil Constantinescu, favored the former. However, it militated for 

change in 1996. The change of Adevărul’s discourse in the first decade of post-

communism can be explained through the change in the newspaper’s leadership. The 

decision of Adevărul to abstain from taking sides in the political campaign in 2009 was 

due to the deterioration of the political public sphere to such a degree that the news media 

would only serve particular political interests by turning into a propaganda tool, as the 

newspaper claimed. However the fact that since 2006 Adevărul was the property of Dinu 

Patriciu, a member of the National Liberal Party, as well as a controversial Romanian 

businessman, often framed as a media mogul, cannot be ignored. Under these 

circumstances, the solution/compromise found by the newspaper’s management and the 

newsroom was to abstain from covering the political campaign and thus to avoid the 

public perception that the newspaper would promote the interests of a particular political 

formation. Evenimentul Zilei mainly adopted an anti-Iliescu and anti-PDSR/PSD stance, 

clearly expressed in 2004 and 2009. Nevertheless, in 2000 this position diminished 

especially after the first round of elections when the representatives of the political right 

were eliminated from the political race for presidential elections. These differing 

alliances of newspapers were observed while a general trend of an increasing distance of 
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journalists from official public discourse took place. While most journalists in the 

beginning of the transition entertained a clear political view that was almost identical 

with the discourses advanced by political actors, in the second decade of post-

communism journalists entertained more and more an ironic or cynical view on 

communism, questioning the entire political class and its representations of the past and 

the present. This trend can be clearly traced in the different chapters of my dissertation.  

The first empirical chapter (Chapter four), which covers  the first year after the 

transition shows that the official discourse referred to communism as an anomaly in the 

history and a threat to national identity. It described communism as an outside imposition 

which turned all the Romanians (who lived in Romania under Ceaușescu) into victims. 

The only guilt they had was their obedience during Ceaușescu’s regime but the 

Revolution brought their redemption. The Revolution was thus presented as a successful 

break with the past, an interpretation which was bolstered by the dissolution of the 

communist party and its repressive structures (e.g. Securitate). The emphasis on national 

victimhood meant that there was no need for restorative justice in the post-communist 

society given that the Revolution represented the birth of the new post-communist 

society. The Revolution itself was seen as an act through which the Romanians 

themselves purged from communism. It furthermore implied that anti-communist 

movements such as the Proclamation of Timișoara and the University Square protests 

were no longer justified, as communism itself had already been abolished.  

The dominant official discourse, advanced by the FSN and echoed by Adevărul 

and Tineretul Liber, was nevertheless contested by the leaders of the historical parties as 

well as by România Liberă which called for lustration (the exclusion of the former 
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members of the communist nomenclature from the governing institutions for several 

consecutive mandates). This call was based on their distinction between victims, 

perpetrators and benefiters of the communist regime. România Liberă claimed that the 

political prisoners and the anti-communist dissidents were the victims of communism, 

while the members of the communist nomenclature benefited from the communist 

regime. The fact that members of the former communist nomenclature (such as Ion 

Iliescu) remained in power made the political opposition and România Liberă claim that 

the Revolution was just the first stage of a purgatory process and that the society needed 

to understand, assume and correct the injustices of the past. This struggle over the 

understanding of communism and its collapse brought a discursive change with respect to 

the authorship of the Romanian Revolution.  

In the first months of 1990 all the analyzed newspapers focused on the youth 

(especially students) as the main actors overthrowing Ceaușescu’s regime. In this vein, 

the young people were described by the news media as the moral category of the 

Romanian society, untainted by communism. However, given the fact that the students 

represented the engine of the University Square movement, which contested the right of 

the FSN leaders and especially the right of Ion Iliescu to stay in power due to close links 

to communism, the pro-FSN newspapers Adevărul and Tineretul Liber switched their 

focus from the youth to workers as the authors of the Romanian Revolution. The latter 

were FSN supporters and thus adhered to the FSN discourse regarding the Revolution. 

This change in authorship of the revolution brought with it a social divide between two 

professional categories (students/intellectuals vs. workers/coal miners). In contrast to 

Tineretul Liber and Adevărul, România Liberă became the mouthpiece of the anti-FSN 
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protesters, identifying Ion Iliescu as the main obstacle against pursuing a truly democratic 

path in Romania. 

Chapter four also identified geographical social divides that emerged in the post-

communist Romanian society. On the one hand, there was an increasing gap between 

Timișoara (the city where the Revolution started) and Bucharest (the city where the 

Revolution ended). People in Timișoara claimed that they had undertaken an authentic 

revolution, which was then derailed by the former members of the communist 

nomenclature who seized the power during the revolutionary days in Bucharest. 

Considering this aspect, they contested the candidacy of Ion Iliescu to presidency, which 

was seen as an attempt to block the democratic development of Romania. Their position 

was mirrored in România Liberă’s discourse. Adevărul and Tineretul Liber on the other 

hand preferred to contest, minimalize or even ignore the claims enunciated by the 

supporters of the Proclamation of Timișoara. Instead, they emphasized the events in 

Bucharest as the decisive moments in the overthrow of communism. This situation 

exemplifies different attempts to shape collective memory in the struggle for power and 

legitimacy. The dominant discourse in 1990 remained the one advanced by Ion Iliescu 

and the other FSN leaders, which emphasized that the Revolution had occurred in 

Bucharest, that it was an act of national courage, which included all but the most fervent 

supporters of the communist regime. As the anti-communist movements did not succeed, 

this version of the interpretation of the location and participants of the revolution 

remained dominant.  

On the other hand, the struggle over a hierarchy in victimhood and, as a 

consequence, demands for special (reparative) rights led to violent ethnic conflicts in 
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Târgu Mureș. The Hungarian minority claimed to have endured a twofold suffering under 

Ceaușescu’s regime (the communist experience and the cultural oppression). Their claims 

were fiercely criticized by all the analyzed newspapers, which praised the capacity of the 

Romanians to be united when confronted with a threat against national sovereignty and 

territoriality. The analysis of the media coverage of the conflicts in Târgu Mureș showed 

that nationalism (one of the two pillars of Ceaușescu’s dictatorship) remained in place 

even after the fall of communism as a particular ethnic group within Romanian society 

was denied a special status of victimhood. This claim could have tainted the 

understanding of national victimhood under communism. Thus, the survival of 

nationalism as a potent source in the post-communist discourse meant that even otherwise 

critical voices, represented by România Liberă supported a view on communism which 

emphasized the common victimhood of all Romanians, thus cementing the power of the 

dominant discourse. 

Chapter five shows how the news media’s understanding of the Romanian 

Revolution changed over time from initially framing the collapse of the communist 

regime as a heroic moment to a tragedy and finally as a farce. This change was caused by 

several factors: the ambiguities surrounding the bloodshed after Ceaușescu fled on 

December 22, 1989, the inability of the authorities to provide a clear narrative explaining 

why so many people died, doubled by the hesitation to identify and to punish the authors 

of the crimes committed in December 1989. What differentiates Romania from the other 

countries in Eastern Europe is that the Romanian post-communist society had to assess 

not only the communist past but as well the particularly bloody 1989 Revolution as a 

social trauma, which actually often shadowed the public debate about communism and 
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furthermore possible measures of reparative justice. Second-rank members of the 

communist elite who remained in power eclipsed Ceausescu and claimed that the killing 

of Ceausescu meant the end of communism in Romania. The newly established political 

elite needed to exacerbate the Revolution as a purgatory process and to encompass the 

society as a whole, restoring the mythical stereotypes about the Romanian identity such 

as unity, solidarity and tolerance. While in the Central European countries the new 

political elites consisting of former communist technocrats and dissident intellectuals 

focused on the guilt of the citizens for their complicity with the communist regime, the 

Romanian leaders and the news media rather talked about victimhood. The anti-

communist dissidents were initially included in the transitory power after December 1989 

for legitimacy purposes but once the Revolution became the ritual of purification for all 

the Romanian society (including former members of the communist nomenclature), the 

dissidents were marginalized. This difference in the emerging elites in Romania from 

other former communist countries also materialized in the approaches to the path towards 

future development. For instance, in countries such as the Czech Republic or Poland the 

new post-communist elites promoted a shock therapy as the path of development. In this 

context, they focused on confronting the past and assuming guilt through confession and 

sacrifice as the way to purge from communism to legitimize these drastic social and 

economic measures. In contrast, the Romanian leaders framed the Revolution as a ritual 

of purging. The Revolution was supposed to save people from communism instead of 

making them confronting the past. This vision was possible also because of the imaginary 

regarding the Romanian nation, exaggerated during communism through a monolithic 

understanding of the society. When communism (perceived as the attack against the 
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national identity) fell, this imaginary of a united nation characterized by solidarity 

remained in place, now finally to be realized. All these discursive changes meant that the 

Romanians could not come to terms with their complicity with the communist regime.  

Once more facets of truth about the Romanian Revolution were revealed by the 

news media, significant leaders of the FSN were identified as authors of acts of revenge 

and personal vendetta (which increased the number of the victims). Thus the initial 

counter-discourse advanced by România Liberă in the early 1990s and contested by 

Adevărul and Tineretul Liber gained strength by ultimately becoming the dominant 

discourse in all analyzed newspapers in the second decade of post-communism. Notably, 

the in-depth analysis about the Revolution published in Adevărul in 2009 switched the 

status of prominent FSN leaders from heroes to villains. The public need for truth was 

obsessively expressed in the news media as a reaction to the sustained efforts of main 

political actors to enforce and maintain their own narrative about December 1989, while 

radically rejecting other versions of the same event. This quest for truth represented the 

societal need for the official recognition of both the (military) errors and the purposive 

acts of the new leaders to get legitimacy through fear based on the chaos and human 

sacrifices after December 22, 1989. Only once this truth was established, could justice 

follow so that a chapter in the Romanian history finally could be closed. If the Revolution 

represents the birth of a new society, and a new beginning in the historical path, it is 

important for the construction process of a post-communist identity to get clarity about 

that moment.  

Things got even more complicated once an economic dimension was added to the 

politics of memory. Many people were trapped in one view of these events by a law 
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granting material benefits to the participants to the Revolution. Their number increased 

every year, especially every time the law was amended such that it would include even 

more advantages. If the political leaders would acknowledge that there was a revolution 

only until the moment that Ceaușescu fled, then all those who went on the streets or died 

after December 22 would not be revolutionaries anymore and therefore they or their 

families would not receive special benefits or recognition. Therefore, the creation of a 

‘class of revolutionaries’ – people who benefitted from material advantages due to their 

claimed status of participants to the Revolution – had the role of strengthening the 

version of the Revolution advanced by Ion Iliescu and his collaborators. This strategy 

was highly criticized by all analyzed newspapers. 

Another noteworthy finding is the news media’s exemplification of tensions 

between vernacular and official expressions of memory displayed during the conflicts 

between people in Timișoara and officials in Bucharest. The fact that both the national 

political leaders and some newspapers (e.g. Adevărul and Tineretul Liber) initially 

emphasized the second and third stages of the Revolution (thus after Ceaușescu fled) only 

furthered the divide between the city of the Revolution Timișoara and Bucharest. This 

tension came to a peak during the annual local commemorations of the Revolution in 

Timișoara in 2009,  where the political actors had staged an attempt of appropriating the 

symbolic power of the place and event for own political purposes, an attempt forcefully 

rejected by the local population, as the three publications analyzed in 2009 indicated. 

Instead, the politicians who were perceived as the thieves of the revolution were not 

welcomed at all, as noted by the news media. For instance, according to România Liberă 

and Evenimentul Zilei, people in Timișoara refused the participation of the main political 
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actors to the Revolution’s commemorations because their presence was seen as spoiling 

the meaning of the anti-communist movement initiated in Timișoara in December 1989. 

This event and its common representation in the news media highlight a further 

discursive shift. Toward the end of the second decade of post-communism the Revolution 

in Timișoara was presented by newspapers as authentic in contrast to the Revolution in 

Bucharest which was derailed and appropriated by former members of the communist 

nomenclature, thus becoming a “revolution of the thieves,” as România Liberă claimed.  

The changes in understanding the Romanian Revolution led to a change in how 

communism and especially the communist dictator Nicolae Ceaușescu were portrayed. 

For instance, the image of Ceaușescu in Adevărul changed from his framing as a monster 

and a beast (thus lacking any human qualities) in the early 1990s to the depiction of a 

nationalist leader ten years after the fall of communism and to his portrayal as a 

frightened old man aware of his immanent death – himself a victim of the system he 

created in 2009. He appeared as an old man disconnected from reality, but nevertheless a 

man who loved his people and wanted the best for them without being aware of their 

difficult life, being betrayed by the elite he promoted. Meanwhile, the image of the first 

post-communist leader Ion Iliescu turned from the savior of the nation in the early 1990s 

as claimed by Adevărul and Tineretul Liber into the main obstacle for coming to terms 

with the communist past and the scapegoat of the difficult transition in Romania, in line 

with the constant discourse promoted by România Liberă, as well as later by Evenimentul 

Zilei. He remained the main figure in the news media until the end of the second decade 

of post-communism becoming the symbol of communism in Romania. Twenty years 

after the fall of communism, nostalgia for the past also became visible. The unstable 
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present and the disappointment with the political class made many people remember the 

times when supposedly everybody had a job and a house, when people were united and 

participated in a particular form of resistance manifested through irony, humor and 

double-meaning language (as the analysis of Evenimentul Zilei in 2009 revealed). 

Communism was thus assessed in a more nuanced way, with both its restrictions as well 

as its apparently positive aspects. Furthermore, in a complete reversal of representation, 

communism was seen as creating unity in 2009, when in 1990 it was described as the 

foreign system that had divided Romanians.  

Chapter five also suggests that the post-communist journalists were in a 

conflicting position as both observers and subjects of the reality they presented. On the 

one hand, the professional norms required them to present clear and coherent narratives 

about the past (thus characterized by mnemonic certainty). On the other hand, they were 

members of a community which tried to come to terms with its past, but the closure of a 

traumatic past first required the long-term confrontation among different versions of the 

past before they make sense together (thus a process characterized by mnemonic 

hesitation). The lack of patience for reaching clarity on the past was also related to the 

understanding of the Revolution as the birth certificate of the new post-communist 

society, therefore having a strong impact on the way the society defined itself. In all the 

scrutinized newspapers the first days of the Revolution were defined as the meeting point 

of the Romanians with the imagined Romanian nation, said to be characterized by unity, 

solidarity, tolerance. This was contrasted with the unfolding image of the post-communist 

society, characterized by fragmentation, hate and intolerance. Twenty years after the fall 

of communism, with the evolving reality constantly contradicting the values the 
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Revolution was supposed to have revealed about the “eternal” Romanian values, the 

revolution itself started to appear as a chimera or a legend, as România Liberă and 

Evenimentul Zilei noted.    

The third part of the dissertation discussed the use of the collective memory by 

political actors during electoral campaign and the negotiations of the political claims 

regarding the past in the news media. Chapter six included the analysis of the public 

representations of the elections organized during the first decade of post-communism and 

revealed the struggles among societal actors to agree on who the communists were, when 

communism ended in Romania and which strategies the society should adopt to purge 

itself from communism. The second rank of the communist elite took power in 1989 and 

sought to stabilize a certain meaning of the revolutionary events as well as what 

communism meant (a misapplication of the ideas of communism) and what the problem 

was in Romania (Ceaușescu).  They had an interest in maintaining a coarse picture of the 

recent past, one that included all of Romanians as victims and Ceaușescu as a villain. In 

order to maintain this discourse and these images of the past, they used national myths of 

unity, solidarity, as well as part of the communist discourse (nationalism). In the early 

1990s the dominant official discourse, mirrored by Adevărul and Tineretul Liber, referred 

to communism as a closed chapter in the Romanian history, ended by the Romanian 

Revolution. This discourse was nevertheless contested by the historical parties and 

România Liberă which claimed that communism would only end when the members of 

the former communist nomenclature left the main stage of the political arena. The 

counter-narratives regarding communism thus implied that the Romanian Revolution was 

unfinished. In this context, its success depended on alternation in governance and 



 
 

314 
 

therefore the parliamentary and presidential elections came to be understood as a new 

revolution or the fulfillment of the 1989 Revolution. This was clearly expressed in 1996 

when the victory of Emil Constantinescu and the CDR coalition was framed by all the 

news media (including the former mouthpiece of the FSN, Adevărul) as the end of 

communism in Romania.  

The chapter also shows that in spite of the collapse of Ceaușescu’s regime the 

paternalistic understanding of the state persisted and manifested itself especially in the 

representation of politics by the news media in terms of charismatic authority. In this 

respect, all the analyzed newspapers constructed the (political) heroes with whom the 

society was supposed to identify. For instance, after the fall of Ceaușescu, Ion Iliescu 

became the national hero for Adevărul and Tineretul Liber, while România Liberă framed 

him negatively as a political actor obsessed with power, and contested his claims of anti-

communist dissidence. Iliescu’s positive image described by Adevărul and Tineretul 

Liber changed from the national savior (a honest man with born political and leadership 

qualities) in 1990 to the national evil (a communist obsessed with power which allowed 

the development of a corrupted political class) in 1996, thus in line with România 

Liberă’s initial discourse. Iliescu’s place was then taken by his former opponent Corneliu 

Coposu, who died in 1995, and who became the new national hero in 1996. This also 

involved a discursive change displayed in Adevărul. For instance, in the early 1990s 

Coposu was framed by the pro-FSN media as a revanchist political actor who tried to 

seize the power in order to enforce a form of reverse-communism. Later, after his death 

he was redeemed and turned into the symbol of moral politics in Romania. Morality was 

thus seen by all the analyzed news media as the way in which the Romanian society 
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could purge itself from communism. This view was closely linked to the revival of 

religion in post-communist Romania. A moral person was only understood as a religious 

person in opposition to the communists (perceived as atheists). This was further related to 

the understanding of (Orthodox) Christianity as a defining trait of the Romanian identity 

(thus the Romanians were presented as never being able to believe in communism as long 

as they believed in God). Religion thus reinforced the collective memory about 

communism as the Other.  

The last empirical chapter focused on the second decade of communism and 

showed that the disillusionment which followed the 1996 elections – caused by the 

incapacity of the CDR coalition to fulfill its promises and to create a moral democratic 

society, as claimed by Adevărul, Evenimentul Zilei and even some voices of România 

Liberă – allowed for the hope that other future elections would bring communism to an 

end (as expressed especially in the political discourse of Alliance DA – the political 

coalition of the Democrat Party and the National Liberal Party – as well as suggested by 

Evenimentul Zilei and România Liberă in several instances in 2004). The 2000 elections 

brought the analyzed newspapers to a common stance again, while fighting against 

extremism and nationalism embodied in the image of Vadim Tudor and his party. In this 

context, Ion Iliescu was redeemed by Adevărul and EZ as an experienced political actor 

who might have been a supporter of socialist doctrine but who did not pose the threat of 

becoming a dictator. This switch in framing political leaders and the change in political 

stances adopted by some of the analyzed newspapers also reveals a state of mnemonic 

uncertainty expressed through discursive contradictions advanced by the news media 

over time.  
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The 2004 elections emphasized a possible way to overcome the traumatic past as 

suggested by the democrat presidential candidate Traian Băsescu who managed to 

dissociate himself from communism by pointing to his capacity to confront his 

communist past and to learn from the past. This perspective was embraced by 

Evenimentul Zilei. While România Liberă adopted a more cautious stance in presenting 

Alliance DA and his candidate as the solution for Romania to come to terms with its past, 

Adevărul questioned the political beliefs of the presidential candidates and rather claimed 

that the political class emerged in Romania looked like a democratic kleptocracy. In 

2004, Ion Iliescu was again framed as the national evil by all newspapers under scrutiny 

because of his involvement in the political campaign (against the neutrality required by 

the Romanian Constitution), his condescending attitude regarding journalists as well as 

the political decision to pardon controversial figures in Romanian society.  

Twenty years after the fall of communism the communist past still seemed to be a 

contentious point in the Romanian public sphere. The political attempts to simulate the 

fulfillment of the ideals of the Romanian Revolution (such as national reconciliation and 

national unity) through the PSD-PNL coalition failed, revealing a society that was not yet 

prepared for the closure of the communist past. Chapter seven thus exemplified the 

unstable and unpredictable nature of memory by discussing the struggles between 

vernacular and official forms of memory as they unfolded on December 1, 2009 in 

Timișoara during the PSD – PNL rally.  

My analysis also revealed some paradoxical instances of the media discourse. For 

instance, while communism was initially described as the biggest evil for the national 

identity by all the analyzed newspapers, both the journalists and the political leaders 
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nevertheless referred to the national identity in terms that were constructed during 

communism. The regime of Ceaușescu was based on two pillars that conferred legitimacy 

upon him: communism and nationalism. While communism fell, nationalism remained in 

place, as also noted by Pilon (1992), Boia (2002), and Gallagher (2005). The new leaders 

used it to explain communism as the “Other” that oppressed the Romanian nation. Once 

the news media started to discuss the need to take responsibility for the communist past 

instead of projecting it as an outside imposition, the understanding of communism in 

terms of national victimhood changed so that Romanians became victims and 

perpetrators in the same time. The evolving switches between good and evil in news 

media discourse as well as the obsessive requests for truth and the need for a new 

beginning revealed a confused society still searching for its identity twenty years after the 

fall of communism. 

Another aspect discussed in my dissertation was the attention paid by all the 

scrutinized newspapers to the representations of Romania in foreign media which 

revealed the fact that the Romanians strived for a positive international image as the 

national identity was understood not only in the way in which Romanians differentiated 

themselves from others but also through how the others (the Western world) described 

the Romanian nation. 

The longitudinal study of collective memory regarding the Romanian communist 

past also allowed me to track the interplay between news media and politics in post-

communist Romania. In the early 1990s both news media and politics employed the same 

practices acquired during communism. Thus, the political actors were trying to get public 

legitimacy through fear of external threats and through appeals to national unity and 
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reconciliation, a discourse used before by Ceaușescu. The newspapers served as 

platforms for the political actors, amplifying their discourses (as shown Adevărul and 

Tineretul Liber sided with the FSN, while România Liberă opposed it and rather 

supported the discourse of the historical parties’ leaders and even of other actors in civil 

society). This relation was going to change from mid -1990s onwards, once the media 

professionals switched their understanding of news media from an institution dependent 

on politics to a rather autonomous institution. This led to a more balanced relation 

between media and politics for a while. However, in 2004 it seemed that news media and 

politics were disconnected from each other due to the establishment of a political system 

that controlled the state institutions that in a democratic society were supposed to benefit 

from autonomy (e.g. the legal system). Therefore, while the journalists seemed to benefit 

from the freedom of expression as revealed in the analysis of the 2004 political 

campaign, their criticism toward the political actors did not influence the latter’s 

behavior. This was also the result of the development of a political class rather based on 

networks of interests that were activated at key moments, instead of ideological 

principles. This was fully revealed in 2009 when parties with opposing political views 

came together under the same coalition. In spite of the claims of political actors that the 

news media in 2009 resembled the same propagandistic style as in the early 1990s – 

although this criticism was mainly address to the televisions owned by influent political 

actors or businessmen (media moguls) – the scrutinized newspapers had the capacity to 

take distance from politics, to reflect on and deconstruct political discourses.  

Within the broader interdisciplinary field of collective memory, my dissertation 

situates at the intersection of two academic disciplines – communication studies and 
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political science. Applying theories of collective memory to Romania, and here in 

particular the political dimension of the construction and contestation of the past by news 

media and political actors allowed me to unveil the societal dynamics underlying the 

continued discursive uncertainty expressed in Romanian news media in the late 2000s 

regarding the communist past as well as the current location of Romania in the European 

Union. 
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