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Most Romanians lived in Romania without ever being present to whatever is that happened in their country. “Resistance though culture”, their resistance in their own mind is equivalent (…) to a pathological form of ethic autism.

(Daniel Barbu, Republica Absenta. Politica si societate in Romania postcomunista, 55)

This is an essay on democracy and its prerequisites. This is also an essay on the civic dimension of a democratic society and the deterrent effect it has on future societal tensions. This is an essay on identities, individual and collective, democratic and otherwise. It is furthermore an essay on the sense of injury and guilt and how should they be handled at both the collective as well as individual levels. It is an essay on memory and its civic pedagogical worth. But above all, this is an essay on a particular individual, and his life, on his diary and the role his memoirs should play in shaping our democratic values. This is an essay on Mihail Sebastian, his Journal and its impact in the Romanian post-communist civil society and the latter’s shortcomings.

Since always, political thinkers, political scientists, and policy-makers alike have debated on the way the polity should be organized. No matter if the question regarded the ideal form of government, the ideal type of leader and/or citizen, or the basic principles which would fuel and regulate the political realm, no clear-cut agreement has ever been attained. Even the basic questions like “What is democracy?” and “How should the democratic performance be evaluated?” still receive a large amount of different answers. 

The discussion on democracy and the degree of democratization of post-communist Romania should certainly have as a starting point a very clear definition of the concept itself. I think that the evaluation of democracy in pure electoral or functional terms (the organization of periodical elections and the existance of formal democratic institutions) is insufficient and other, deeper processes and phenomena should be taken into account and questioned in order to get a better picture about the extent to which democracy is embraced by its citizens. 

Only an evaluation of the Romanian patented type of democracy from a liberal perspective could bring in our attention its flaws and the way we Romanians, as a civic society, could and should repair them. How is that Romanian citizens deal with different challenges? How do they react to political crises, authoritarian and populist discourses? How fluid are their ideological adherences? 

These are just a few points which should be questioned a decade and a half after the fall of totalitarianism. This is the best opportunity we, as a society, have to test our deepest values and mental interpretations after half of century of imposed and directed from above public representation and mobilization. This is the moment we can freely express our point of view, we can freely analyze our collective trauma as a self conscious, self responsible and, above all accountable and self-accountable political body. 

Post-communism offered Romania a unique possibility to test its ability of auto-analysis and auto-critique in order to deal with its past and rigorously construct its future. The darkest events in our collective history waited for a rigorous analysis and carefully planned and applied solution. The Holocaust is, probably, the most important such event and the fall of communism offered us the possibility to come to terms with our past, wit This past. 

We could not hide behind the official ideology anymore. We could not blame the Party for not allowing us to accuse the perpetrators and interrogate the moral worth of the bystanders. There was not anything impeding us to rationally and responsively investigate our deepest guilt as a society and assume it collectively. 

The fall of communism offered us this opportunity plus something else. By opening up to the outside world, it offered us the example of the German and Italian people who collectively assumed the guilt of the Second World War crimes and dealt with their past. We needed not invent the ingredients, methods and processes as they were all there. We only had to act in accordance with our official rhetoric and be genuine with our democratizing projects.


With these conceptual considerations at hand, it is quite easy for a person who is acquainted with the Romanian post-communist society to detect the civic shortcomings which reside in the way public debates are organized. It is with ease we can detect that, after 1989, the whole society seems returned from exile, with an empty memory, without any famous or notorious public figures, without any defendants and accusers to shape the public debate. And the best example for this state of affairs is the public rhetoric we collectively embraced towards the tragic events of the Romanian Holocaust.  


Not event the publishing Mihail Sebastian’s Journal
 succeeded in awakening any debate on the moral collective guilt but, on the contrary, provoked a great debate on the intentions of the intellectuals who suggested such an approach. The reactions to George Voicu’s article in Sfera Politicii from 1998 cited in an article in the French Le Monde are symptomatic in this sense. 


We should certainly raise the question of how can there be a genuine debate on this topic when not only certain parts of the Romanian media and political parties embrace the negationist discourse, but it is assumed as an official position. “No public guilt is assumed as there is none”, seem to say most of the public officials statements and Felicia Waldman’s article “Holocaust Education in Post-communist Romania”
 excellently inventories them. 


In my opinion, this is symptomatic for the way Romanian intellectuals at large and the society as a whole have always reacted and will unfortunately continue to react if no deep change will be agreed upon and embarked on. Daniel Barbu excellently puts it:

[…] the Romanian intellectuals are not critical of those in power except when the political authorities consider this critique appropriate. The Romanian intellectual is carlist under the carlist regime, is nationalist and anticommunism under Antonescu, bourgeois-democrat leftist under the Groza government, Marxist Leninist and patriot under the communist regime. He is not in opposition except the moments when, like before 1938 and after 1989, the institution of the opposition is tolerated with more or less permitted. 

This is another way to put the slips of the interwar Romanian intellectuals Mihail Sebastian plentifully notes in his diary. When talking about his friends like Mircea Eliade, Constantin Noica, Camil Petrescu and Emil Cioran - just to name a few and the most famous (or should I better say notorious?) - Mihail Sebastian notes their evident trajectory towards the nationalism of the extreme right and the Nazi-fascist delirium of Europe’s “reactionary revolution”. What Mircea Eliade says to Sebastian when asked about his new ideological adherence is symptomatic for the process of rhinocerization that seems to wrap most of the Romanian interwar intellectuals: “He told me, aggressively: « all great authors are rightists » “. Ghita Ionescu’s statement is in accordance with Eliade’s: “Now everything’s different. That was a spiritual moment, this is a political one” referring to the rise of the extreme right and the professor’s decision to become an ideologue of this political movement.

The similarities between the interwar situation and attitude of the intellectuals and those of the post-communist period are obvious and thus painful. It seems as if the Romanian intellectuals, as an exponent of their society, usually do not dissent but for material and individualistic reasons and, as Barbu put it, “do not accept to be part of the opposition but for the wish to get as fast as possible to power”
. 

In pointing sequences that will not ever be forgotten (the isolation of the Jews, their expulsion from work, the beatings, the tragic events from Iasi and Bucharest), Mihail Sebastian skillfully inventories the gradation of the extreme right machinery by both analyzing the historical contexts in which it developed as well as the perverted society that allowed this. 

What is most striking is the rationality with which he embarks upon this analysis. His capacity of separating himself from his membership to the Jewish community (“I am a Danube Jew”, he frequently notes) is admirable as this is what allows him to carefully radiography the rhinocerization of the society. He always states his deepest adherence to the primacy of the individual over the collective, of the person over the uniform (like, for example, in the “How did I become a hooligan” essay). His statement “The death of the individual is the death of the critical spirit” best summarizes the disgust he has over the ideal of “collective”:

All this heresy starts from a savage abstraction: “collective”. More cold, superficial and artificial than the “individual”. He forgets [Ghita Ionescu, my note] that he talks about people. He forgets that these people have passions, have, whatever they say, an instinct towards freedom, have a conscience of their individual existence.

We thus should skillfully make a great distinction between the liberal individualism Mihail Sebastian has always praised, as shows the above citations and the individualistic egoism which drove and still drives the Romanian intellectuals’ positions. 

Mihail Sebastian’s Journal offered these intellectuals as well as to the whole Romanian society one of the most important documents of the interwar and war climate, of the conditions in which the Holocaust was unleashed in Romania and thus a possibility to come to terms with our past. By hesitating to acknowledge our contribution to the Holocaust and assuming the moral guilt, we failed to grasp the opportunity post-communism provided us with. Furthermore, by failing this test, we have proved that things do not happen for a reason which is beyond our power, that we, as a society, are not victims of outside perpetrators but instead are perpetrators and bystanders whose moral worth should be questioned. If we do not approach this subject, the generations to come will. 
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