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Coming to Terms with the Past in post-Communist Romania.

How anti-Communism has perverted nowadays Romanian memory of both fascist and Communist crimes.


When referring to the post- 1989 period, there is a widespread consensus over one of the salient features characterizing Romanian social and political realities: the fact that one of the core values around which the society articulates itself is “anti-communism”.  The expression of a “stereotypical and conventional pathos of denouncing the totalitarian past”
, this general anti-communist stance influenced the development of the young Romanian democracy in several ways. Besides being a constant electoral theme especially during the Presidential elections, a mandatory public stance for all those aspiring at gaining political public support, post- 1989 Romanian anti-communism had also played a crucial role in the process of coming to terms with uneasy yet fundamental identity-forming experiences belonging to the national past. Thus, the subsequent study aims at proving how the strong anti-communist stance animating post-1989 Romanian society at top and grassroots levels alike instrumented the historical truth into a perverted collective memory
 of the national past. In order to illustrate this thesis the following lines will focus on two troublesome yet full of meaning historical experiences and the way their memory was assumed in post-communist times:  the Romanian participation to the Holocaust between 1941-1944 and the crimes of the highly repressive communist regime during the 1947-1989 period. The study will show that, whereas in the case of the former, post-communist Romania opted for a “selective denial”
, a widespread amnesia covers the latter, in both cases the anti-communist stance having a fundamental say.

Although the study’s main focus is on post-communist Romanian realities, the analysis will begin with a brief yet comprehensive and relevant presentation of the Romanian Holocaust related experience, followed by a short introduction into the communist repressive system. Once established the historical background, the analysis will focus on the post-communist period, pinpointing the development and the actual status of “the coming to terms with the past” process, its main stakes and the main leverages used in order to assure the preservation of a specific type of memory of different  past experiences under the influence  of anti-communism.
What is to be remembered?


As it was stated above, this study focuses on two specific genocidal Romanian experiences: the crimes perpetrated by Marshall Ion Antonescu against the Jewish population during the 1941- 1944 period and the crimes committed by the communist regime within its highly repressive forced labor camps and prison system. In order to fully understand the stake of remembering these two experiences in post-1989 years, several observations need to be done concerning the way they really took place.

First and foremost, it must be clearly established that the Romanian World War II experience was marked by the military dictatorship of Marshall Ion Antonescu who held the power from 1940 till August 23, 1944, and who engaged Romania into the war as a sovereign ally of Nazi Germany. Well- known for his anti-communist feelings, Marshall Antonescu bears the responsibility for the slaughtering of the Transnistrian Jewish and Roma population and the deportations to this region of the Jews and Roma living in Bucovina and Bessarabia, territories regained by the Romanian army in July 1941 from Soviet Russia.
 Although historians speak about Marshall Antonescu’s courageous decision to stop all deportations towards Poland’s death camps of the Romanian Jews coming from Banat, South Transylvania, Walachia or Moldavia
 (summer 1942), he is to be kept responsible for the slaughtering and atrocities the Jews had to endure in the territories ruled by the Romanian authorities in wartime circumstances: North Bucovina, Bessarabia and Transnistria. According to recent research, the estimated number of the victims of the Antonescu regime range from 270.000 to 400.000 Jews
, casualties of a genocidal policy that was independent from that followed by Nazi Germany
and which was constantly justified as a fight against Judeo- Bolshevism.

As for the communist repressive system and the victims it made, several issues must be clearly stated. First, the Romanian communist repressive system is to be divided into two main distinct periods: the 1948- 1964 one (known as the “Gulag”) and the 1965- 1989 one, each having its salient characteristics. Whereas the former aimed at destroying political adversaries, the latter wanted to prevent any form of popular contestation or opposition. Therefore, during the 1948-1964 years, the communist regime used the forced labor camps system and political prisons so as to eliminate political elites from the interwar period, to destroy the Roman-Catholic and the Greek-Catholic churches by imprisoning their clerics and to speed up the process of collectivization of the agriculture, in a desperate attempt to consolidate the regime and to gain legitimacy. This period knew the fiercest forms of persecution and repression, the emergence of the largest labor camp system created in order to build the Danube- Black Sea canal and the mass deportations to the Bǎrǎgan region starting with 1951
, elements justifying its labeling as the period of the “Romanian Gulag”. According to the existing official data, 600.000
 political prisoners were imprisoned between 1948 and 1964, while most of the old political elites died in prisons. After the great amnesty of 1964, the communist regime lowered the level of repression in a try to gain both internal popular support and external sympathy. Yet, the Ceauşescu regime remained as one of the most repressive ones, the Securitate being one of the most efficient political police, competed perhaps only by the German Stasi.


Keeping in mind the above mentioned World War II and communist realities, two main conclusions are to be drawn. First, Romania was part of the Holocaust, the crimes against the Jews and the Roma population being committed by Romanian authorities, independently from the German policy. Secondly, Romania experienced its own Gulag, in which most of the victims were interwar political elites, priests, anti-communist fighters from the mountains, legionaries or peasants refusing the collectivization process or handing out their quotas. In both cases, the consequences of the two criminal regimes remained as two fundamental identity forming experiences for the Romanian society as a whole, which proved quite difficult to come to terms with by the inexperienced and young Romanian democracy.
How it is remembered.

Looking at the way post-communist Romania dealt with the two above mentioned historical experiences, two main trends can be observed: a general state of amnesia when considering the communist crimes, and a “selective denial” of the Holocaust taking place in Romania. Both phenomena are the result of the wide spread anti-communist feeling animating the Romanian society since the fall of the Ceauşescu regime, as this stance has become a core social and political value that perverted collective memory by different mechanisms that are to be identified within the following lines.

First, anti-communism provided Romanians, elites and common people alike, with a comfortable opportunity to denounce the communist rule without posing the question of individual or collective responsibility for what the communist regime was able to do to its labor camps and political prisons’ victims.
Adopting an anti-communist stance proved the easiest way to hide cruel realities: the collaboration with the communist repressive system was in Romania a mass phenomenon
, being one of the factors assuring the survival of the regime for almost 45 years. Moreover, most of the post- 1989 political elites owed their wealth and status precisely to the communist regime
, so that most post- 1989 politicians, cultural or intellectual elites had no interest in keeping an accurate memory of the communist repressive system, opting instead for strong public anti-communist discourses in a try to hide their communist past. From this perspective, the influence of anti-communism over the process of coming to terms with the communist criminal past was even higher as most of post-communist Romanian elites are former high rank Communist Party members (the case of the former Romanian President Ion Iliescu), having but very little interest in initiating public debates in which the past could be critically assessed and assumed.

Thus, on the one hand, the anti-communist stance served common people as a means of denouncing the communist tyranny without the risk of  self- questioning about the responsibility for the acts they committed under the communist rule
 or about a possible individual guilt for the survival of the communist regime and the persistence of the repressive system, encouraging them to prefer a reconciliation with the past through amnesia
, without any critical insight into the communist repressive system and their own consciousness. On the other hand, post-communist elites, be them political or intellectual, had no incentives to set up the needed institutional framework for ensuring a critical research of the recent past and for initiating a public debate engaging public consciousness regarding the memory of the victims of the  communist  repression.
 Doing this implied the risk of unveiling possible discrepancies existing between their publicly assumed anti-communist rhetoric and the past reality of a faithful Party member or Securitate agent during the communist era. 
Secondly, as Alain Besancon pointed out,
 in most of the countries exiting communism the problem of punishing those responsible for the killings and terror inflicted by the regime on its citizens was never seriously dealt with. Like most East European states, Romania adopted no lustration laws yet, a thing preventing the emergence of a public process of communism in which  perpetrators to be identified and judged, outcast from public offices while the memory of the victims to be honored and kept alive as a form of respect. This reality is in sharp contrast with the persistence and the influence of anti-communist stances, emphasizing their artificial nature, as instead of helping the democratization process this stance actually slows it down by perverting collective identities using a forged memory of the recent past.
As for the memory of the Romanian Holocaust-related experience, the afore mentioned anti-communist stance contributed to the maintenance of a “confusion of values” according to which any type of anti-communism is good, including fascism or any other type of dictatorial leadership.
This is the case of Marshall Ion Antonescu’s regime, a controversial historical moment due to its bivalent symbolism: on the one hand, Marshall Antonescu was a dictator responsible for the death of several hundreds of Jews and Roma population during the Second World War period; on the other hand he justified his criminal deeds on the basis of the primitive logic that all Jews are communists and agents of the Soviet Union, so that he identified himself as an anti-communist fighter. Therefore, the way post-1989 Romanians perceived the image of Marshal Ion Antonescu was maybe the most illustrative example of how they actually considered the Romanian Holocaust- related experience of 1941-1944. 

 Analyzing the development of the public opinion and public discourses over the controversial image of Marshal Antonescu, one can easily see the impact post-1989 anti-communism had over the collective memory of the Romanian participation to the Holocaust. During an opinion poll carried out by the Ziua daily
 in 2001, when being asked whether they considered Ion Antonescu a war criminal or not, 24.59% of those interviewed answered “yes”, whereas 75% gave a negative answer. So, at grassroots level one can barely speak of an accurate memory of the Romanian crimes perpetrated against the Jewish and Roma population during the Second World War. But this is no wonder as both political and intellectual elites were constantly promoting a perverted memory of Marshal Antonescu as a historical personality, in an obvious attempt to look for anti-communist Romanian fighters that would fit their usually anti-communist public discourses. In other words, as Tony Judt bluntly put it: “He [Ion Antonescu] is now being rewritten into Romanian popular history as a hero, his part in the massacre of Jews and others in wartime Romania weighing little in the balance against his anti-Russian credentials”.

Thus, as the young Romanian democracy held in high esteem anti-communist stances, the collective memory of the Romanian experience of the Second World War was perverted into a “selective denial”
 of the Holocaust, in the sense that the existence of the Holocaust was recognized and accepted only in the cases of other countries, while for Romania it was denied as its acceptance was in contrast with the general perception of Marshal Antonescu’s image as an anti-communist fighter. The existence of Jewish victims of the Holocaust in Romania was to be recognized only for the North-Western part of Transylvania, a territory under Hungarian occupation starting with August 30 1941, where the German troops and the Hungarian authorities deported 150.000
 Romanian Jews to Poland. As a consequence of this type of memory, a rehabilitation process of Ion Antonescu’s image was initiated, having as main epitomes the six statues of the Marshal built up beginning with 1993 and the 25 streets named after him.
 

Yet, the Romanian desire to join NATO determined political elites to stop this rehabilitation process of a highly controversial historical figure. The process of demystification started in 1997, with President Emil Constantinescu’s speech addressed to the Federation of the Jewish Communities in Romania, during which he publicly acknowledged Romania’s collective responsibility for the perpetration of the Holocaust
 during the Second World War. In the same year, representatives of the US Helsinki Committee warned Romania that the cult of Marshal Antonescu could have negative repercussions on the Romanian road towards NATO’s   and the European Union’s membership.
 Under such external pressures the Romanian politicians finally gave in adopting in 2002 the governmental Ordinance number 31, “outlawing organizations and symbols of a fascist, racist, or xenophobic character and the promotion of the cult of persons guilty of crimes against peace and humanity”. Article 6 stated that the public contestation or denial of the Holocaust or its effects would be punished with 6 months to 5 years imprisonment.
 Yet, the Ordinance did not define what the Holocaust was so that it gave the possibility to those denying the Romanian participation to the Holocaust to come up with definitions similar to that of Gheorghe Buzatu, Senate Deputy Chairman, a historian suggesting that the Holocaust was a Nazi-perpetrated only phenomena.
 Yet, despite such negations of historical evidences, Romania has made some steps forward in overcoming the perverted memory of its World War II genocidal experience so that in October 2003 the Wiesel International Commission for the Study of the Romanian Holocaust was established, while in December 2004 Romanian was accepted into the International Task Force for Holocaust Education, Remembrance and Research.

Conclusions.


Considering the above mentioned historical realities and the way their memory developed after 1989 in Romania several conclusions can be drawn. First, the process of coming to terms with sensitive and intricate past experiences was negatively influenced by the fact that one of the core values of the Romanian society in the aftermath of the 1989 revolution was anti-communism understood as a conventional pathos of denouncing the totalitarian past. Animating both elites and common people, anti-communism perverted collective memories according to its inherent logic. 
In the case of the communist criminal past it served as a surrogate for the non-existence of a public process of Romanian communism, being in the same time a comfortable moral stance for all those avoiding a public or private inquiry into their own communist past. As it did not bring to the fore the problem of group or individual responsibility for the communist crimes, anti-communism became an appealing stance which led eventually to a general state of amnesia regarding a traumatic past. It became more fashionable to be anti-communist than to critically inquire the criminal communist past.
As for the Romanian participation to the Holocaust, anti-communism perverted memory into “selective denial” by maintaining a confusion of values according to which any type of anti-communism was good, no matter what was its nature. Thus, anti-communism served as a powerful tool for all those wanting to hide the criminal nature of Marshal Antonescu’s dictatorship and the genocide he perpetrated against the Jewish and Roma population both in Romania and the territories under Romanian military and civilian administration during the Second World War. In fact, Antonescu’s strong anti-communist stance was the only thing that mattered for those wanting his rehabilitation as a national hero fighting against Communism and Soviet Russia.

Considering all these, at first sight, Romania seems to have failed the “maturity exam of democracy” consisting of “the capacity to confront the dark episodes of its political legacy”
. Yet, the initiatives taken regarding the memory of the Holocaust, however feeble they may be, might stand for the beginning of a mature and sincere process of coming to terms with those disturbing yet quintessential identity-forming experiences of the national past. After all, memory remains the most efficient anti- totalitarian resistance.
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