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The Role of the Intellectual Elite in Post-Communist Romania

“If you started to look for me, it means you already found me”

Blaise Pascal

              They say that the role of the elite in post-communist Romania has proven to be difficult to be explained even for the scholars “in the field”. This difficulty of the explanation increases as the burden of the past of the elite in question is blurrier and harder to be appreciated. Still, more and more questions are arising and they need to be answered to. 

              First of all, what would be “the new destiny” of the elite after the fall of communism in Romania? Secondly, is it possible that the elite has actually “exhausted” its creed to “conform” itself with the regime in place, once this regime has fallen? And thirdly, what would be the usefulness of this elite in a space that has freed itself from totalitarian rule?

              Nowadays reality offers us no certain answers; we are still witnessing the perpetuation of the communist model by the elite—the one ready to promptly obey the dispositions of the regime—as well as “the revolt” of the transition elite with regard to the former “strings of power”.

              Following these general lines mentioned above, we will proceed to “investigate” the fate of the elite under communist rule, with the amendment that we will concentrate more on its role in post-communist Romania. From the outset, it must be stated that the elite have constituted “the raw material” of what it seemed a never-ending war. One of the major questions that we had to bear after 1945 was not: “What are the elite and which is their role in our social life?” but instead: “How can we get rid of the elite and how can we clean the world from their most unwanted presence?”1 They were not looking for a concept, but for a strategy. No one was wasting his time with definitions and what is really curious is that although a clear-cut definition was missing, everyone seemed to know very well what it was all about.

              Furthermore, one can easily acknowledge that the most characteristic program and the “ever-lasting” effect of the communist regime was the total extermination of the elite. Searching the matter in depth, it can be stated that the hardships that Eastern Europe had to face after 1989 can be explained, in great part at least, by the insufficiency, both numerically and qualitatively of the elite. A “re-invention” of the elite is most wanted in nowadays Romania, even if the global context, the existing dominant ideology is headed more towards the “relativisation” of the elite. Moreover, “the current fashionable tendency” to diminish the authority of the elite is definitely counter-productive and it will always be most unwelcome.2 

              In fact, the communist regime did not exercise its “resentments” taking into account “class-criterions”. All social-classes were considered potential enemies, including the proletariat and thus they needed to be “taken care of”. Still, it can be asserted that the elite were actually the main target of the regime; the bourgeois as well as the proletarian, the landlord as well as the peasant elite. No one was out of the “field of action” of the regime. And this field was spreading everywhere…

              Even the “self-made” elite that the Party was putting forward, in accordance with the framework of power, was being gradually eliminated without any remorse once it had showed any signs of “independence”. Communism has proven to be “a theory of class-struggle and a practice of elite-extermination”.3
              Every existing order had been reversed under communist rule; the ones possessing real authority had no power and the ones having all the power were usually lacking any kind of authority. After what was desired and to a certain degree planned to be a great shift in power, a total reverse of the institutional framework, the essential problem after 1989 was embodied within a “simple” question: “Who are those able to take control of the situation, who are those able to define and “conclude” the all-of-a sudden possible new reality?” What is indeed sad is that after 45 years of “totalitarian confusion”, the bid was blurry when it wasn’t simply lacking. 

              Resuming one of the ideas mentioned before, the most dramatic thing that happened within the former communist countries of Eastern Europe was constituted not only by the actual extermination of the elite, but also by the lost of respect towards them and the role they were supposed to play.

              The repulsion felt towards the true elite has transformed itself into a given fact for the Romanians after 1989. The acts of dissidence happening within the communist system have often been seen as “artificial phenomena”, fabricated by the former Secret Services. They were taking action following a principal stating that “you can oppose the system only by keeping your mouth shout” because anyone who would have done differently was actually benefiting from the disguised protection of the system in place.

              “The elite-regime cooperation” in communist Romania signified automatically and clearly the acceptance from the part of the elite to generate “products” that were meant to legitimize the system in the eyes of the masses, thanks to the authority that they were “allowed” to exercise on society at large. Nevertheless, if we are to be totally honest with ourselves, we have to wonder who was this elite that was totally submitted to the system and what were these “products” that they were obliged to propagate. In the end, a clear-cut separation between the true elite and the “fabricated” one will no doubt arise in our minds.

              In general, within the democratic regimes, the intellectual elite has at its disposal several “means of persuasion” that it can make use of. It is very important to mention that these are not means of coercion or command and that the effects of the “persuasion” are usually late, very hard to notice and most of the times, spread indirectly upon the masses. Still, there are all these elements gathered together that re-command them as persons able to “shape attitudes, values and beliefs”.4 Briefly put it, this may very well be the role and also the creed of the elite within a given society. 

              Nevertheless, there are many and coming from very different backgrounds those who place themselves on the other side of problem, those that do not hesitate in throwing the blame for almost everything that went wrong in this country after December 1989 on the elite. Students that I’ve asked, teachers that I’ve talked to, some very radical authors that I’ve read—they all agree that post-communist Romania didn’t enjoy much the contribution of the elite with regard to the reconstruction of our society. But then I wonder: “What is it that the elite was supposed to do?… What all this people expected for it to do?”

              It is ironic that it became so easy for us after 1989 to always look for “escape-goats” everywhere and to throw the blame on anyone that didn’t take “an active part” within rebuilding the everyday reality of this country; maybe the first thing that we should have done after the Revolution would have been to actually meditate upon this “blaming the other” tactic. Neither in communist times nor in its post-history we managed to find the ones who were really guilty for the misfortunes that this country went through. Find them, judge them and make them pay for their crimes. This would have been a great point from where to initiate the “transition period” and all that it implied. 

              If we are to concentrate our discussion within specific “fields of action”, the political one is most likely to be “the most fascinating one”. Why? Simply because it is the richest one in contradictions of all kinds.

              The intellectual elite is defined, according to most of nowadays members of political parties, as ”persons qualified only on the base of their university diploma”.5 The “politically engaged intellectual”—usually associated with the activist type—has offered his place on the political scene to the “university graduated” one.

              According to many, the intellectual elite was attributed a marginal role after 1989 in the political field. This is said to have happened thanks to the inability of the elite to approach the masses on the one side, as well as thanks to the unwillingness of the masses to accept that they weren’t distributed “a central part” within the configuration that the elite wanted to implement on our society. The more or less voluntary isolation of the elite signified the disappearance of the hope that their prestige would be once again a notion familiar to the majority of us.

              After 1989, there were two major goals that the former communist countries had to deal with : the construction of a multiparty political system on the one side and the transition towards a market economy on the other. In other words, “democracy and capitalism”. Theoretically, our aspirations were easy to accomplish. All we needed to do was “get to work” under the close supervision of the West. We simply choose to ignore that the West “was in a very different place” than the one we were used to look for it. It seemed that the West was not so willing to share the guidelines it had used to fulfill the goals mentioned above after all. 

              Upon this “very gray” scenario that was in place at the time, it almost doesn’t seem all that surprising that an never-ending quest to blame the ones usually sharing no blame whatsoever, started; and if we are allowed to make an amendment here, we can assert that it is always easier to blame individuals, single personalities than the masses, the whole society at large.  And who were after all these individuals that were said to be “an easy target?” Well, the intellectual elite, of course.

              If we are to follow the mere definition of the concept, the term “elite” compounds within itself the “individuals who accomplish something extraordinary within their given area of expertise” things that are otherwise very hard to be done without a great deal of effort involved or without some kind of “out of the ordinary” skills. And so it is that these “a bit different” kind of persons, who had been always accused of “living in high spheres”, were all of a sudden brought another accusation: the lack of involvement within the re-building of the civil-society” within a country that didn’t even possess a tradition of this kind.

              Without going further in defining the concept of “civil-society”, we can nevertheless  defend these “different persons” from the unjust yet serious accusations brought to them. It is not stated somewhere that the main belief, the personal creed and the most important task of the transition intellectual elite should be the re-building of civil society at large. Stretching a bit the limits of the concept, almost everyone is a part of the civil society within a given country. It is an individual duty to help, to get involved and to make a difference within the surrounding social realities.

              Resuming an idea mentioned before, the intellectual elite within the democratic system that Romania wishes to be nowadays, doesn’t make use of any coercion means. Nobody can force the other one to take action, to speak his mind and to try to change things when he considers that they are not like they should be.

              It is possible that the personal belief of the intellectual elite within the Romanian society was constituted and still is by the need to legitimize themselves by putting forward what they hold most precious: their work, their writing. They wrote and still continue to write books, in their aim not to shape, but to educate young minds and to lift their spirits. The only legacy they want to provide the future generations with is their work. Yes, they can be accused of adopting “a static role” within the general framework of things, but they can never be accused of “voluntarily doing nothing”. 

              Moreover, the transition period at least for us, Romanians, has proven to be a very turbulent time: one that is full of surprises, and though not mainly, primarily happening in the political field. The Romanian “politician of the hour” lacks a genuine desire to accumulate knowledge, is almost organically not-build to incorporate anything that is new and looks always with suspicious eyes when he is being “constructively criticized”. Maybe having all these in view, the intellectual elite decided to take some distance from the political field, assuming in the same time “the risk of not being always in the spotlight” and thus the misconception that it lacks activity.

              In reality, a “complete person and a healthy society” need both the means to survive and the ones to reflect; “we need socks as much as we need dreams, we need the everyday bread like we need utopias”.6 The East European world is struggling to achieve all of these. It must, without a doubt, succeed in its brave attempt.
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