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Abstract

The Ro_manian Revolution of 1989:
Myth and Reality — Myth or Reality ?

This Ph.D is a detailed and critical examination of the events in Romania during
December 1989 and January 1990 which have popularly come to be known as the
Romanian Revolution. Almost since the last bullet was fired, the events have
been surrounded by such confusion and controversy that the first task of this
study has been to try to recover the history of the revolution in order to establish
a more solid basis for further analysis. The first chapters, therefore, contain a
detailed narrative, mostly drawn from Romanian sources, of the overthrow of
Nicolae Ceaugescu and the installation of the Council of the National Salvation
Front, with special attention being paid to elucidating some of the main strands
within the chaotic and bloody period of conflict which ensued after the fall of the
Romanian leader. The end of the fighting was to bring no end to confusion and
strife in Romania, and the next chapters look, first, at the structures of the new
regime and the cultural context in which it shaped its ideas, and, then, the events of
January 1990, during which the Front, whilst attempting to consolidate its hold on
power, came increasingly under challenge from more radical oppositional groups
and was, eventually, forced to abandon its preferred institutional structures in
favour of the more broadly based Provisional Council of National Unity. The thesis
concludes with two chapters which attempt to place the Romanian Revolution in
a more theoretical perspective, addressing the questions of whether the events
can justifiably be described as a revolution, and why Romania experienced such a
violent exit from communism. Throughout the study considerable stress is placed
on the role of myth in determining the dynamic of the events, and the work closes
with some observations about how it is these myths, rather than the reality, which

will probably be the most potent legacy of the revolution.
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Preface

The Romanian Revolution of December 1989 after the passage of more than five
years still sits under a seemingly impenetrable fog of obfuscation beset by often
unproven allegations and half-glimpsed truths, apparently destined to remain the
hapless victim of those who would play upon it for political advantage. Conse-
quently, the first and primary aim of this study has been to review all the available
evidence in an effort to recover the history of the events of December 1989 and
January 1990 so as to provide a clearer narrative on which to build further analy-
sis. This priority has necessarily given this thesis a somewhat unusual shape and
s0, in order to avoid confusion and aid comprehension, some pointers will be given
here as to the overall structure of the work. The first two chapters, in keeping with
the aim outlined above, are essentially works of narrative, detailing the overthrow
of Nicolae Ceausescu and the installation of the National Salvation Front regime.
The third chapter looks in detail at the structures erected by the NSF and the
complex cultural matrix in which it shaped both its ideology and initial political
project. The fourth chapter is again largely concerned with narrative, being an
exposition of the events of January 1990, duripg which the Front increasingly came
under challenge from more radical forces unleashed by the revolution. Having es-
tablished the narrative of events, the two last chapters are concerned with analysis.
Chapter five seeks to place the Romanian Revolution within a wider theoretical
perspective by, first, addressing the question of whether the events can justifiably
be described as a revolution and, then, considering why Romania experienced such
a violent exit from communism in 1989. The search for an answer to the latter
question, which hinges on the structure of the Ceaugescu regime, necessitates a
consideration of the causes of the revolution which are, thus, addressed in this
chapter and not at the beginning of the work as might be expected. The final

chapter contains some observations on the overall morphology of the revolution
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before concluding with a review of the importance of myth within the revolution-
ary process. In particular, attention is paid to how myths were instrumental in
not only determining the dynamic of the events but also in forming a number of
differing interpretations of the revolution which have come to act as foundation
myths within post—Ceaugescu Romanian politics.

The stress on chronological narrative means that, although frequent recourse
has been made to the works of other disciplines, by the methodology employed
this study is largely a work of contemporary history. However, it must be stressed
as well, that it is also a work of history as far as Romania is concerned. It is not a
polemic on current politics but a study of a short period of time (December 1989
— February 1990) which should be firmly placed in the context of the events and
aspirations of five years ago, not of today. Since that time Romania has changed
greatly and, although many of the chief actors in this study remain prominent in
the country’s political life, bowing to changing circumstances and through many
trials and tribulations they have, nonetheless, managed to successfully steer their
country on a new orientation. Since February 1990 Romania has, more or less,
successfully navigated general and local elections, started on the difficult task of
economic reform and forged noticeably closer links with the institutions of Western
Europe, including NATO and the EU.

As is often the case, this work commenced with greater ambitions than were
eventually fulfilled, and many of those interviewed during the course of the research
were under the impression, as indeed was I at the time, that it would eventually
form the basis of a study of the broader post—Ceaugescu transition as a whole.
That this has not come to pass I hope will cause no misunderstandings amongst
those concerned but it has proved necessary in the meantime to scale back the
project to more manageable proportions. However, given the nature of the subject
I would like to especially stress that all opinions voiced in this work are my own
and 1 take full responsibility for all errors and omissions. The research involved a
number of interviews with leading Romanian political figures and, in keeping with
the sensibilities surrounding any project dealing with current Romanian politics,
a decision was taken from the onset to free these interviewees from the threat
of the ‘direct quote’ by eschewing the use of a tape-recorder and keeping the
discussions informal. In consequence, although their words were often important
in shaping my own interpretation of the events, I have decided to further preserve
the anonymity of those to whom I spoke by not referring to them directly within
the text of this work. Instead, I would like to record here that the following

were kind enough to spare the time to talk to me, and to express my gratitude
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for their efforts which greatly improved the quality of this work and enriched my
own understanding of Romania: Calin Anastasiu, Victor Babiuc, Ioana Bratianu,
Silviu Brucan, Pavel Cimpeanu, Corneliu Coposu, Petre Datculescu, Caius Traian
Dragomir, Dinu Giurescu, Andrei Mustescu, Dragog Negrescu, Bogdan Niculescu-
Duvaz, Teodor Nicolaescu, Vladimir Pasti, Dorel Sandor, Vasile Secidres, Adrian

Severin, Ovidiu Sincai, Stefana Steriade and Stelian Tanase.

Since becoming interested in Romania I have made four visits to the country,
the first prior to the revolution in 1988, the most extensive in 1993 for six months
of fieldwork. During this time I have been fortunate to make the acquaintance of a
large number of Romanians, many of whom have contributed, often inadvertently,
to this research. Any list of acknowledgments is bound to be incomplete, and
I here apologise for any unintentionally forgotten, but I would like to especially
thank the stafl of the Embassy of Romania in London, particularly Gheorghe
Dutd, Simone Micdlescu of the Romanian Foreign Ministry, and Vlad Moga and
Adrian Pop of ADIRI, who were all helpful in arranging interviews in Romania.
During my period of fieldwork I was the guest of the Nicolae Iorga Institute of
History of the Academy of Romania and I would like to thank the staff of that
institute for making me welcome and especially Professor Serban Papacostea, Dr
Paul Cernovodeanu and Dr Florin Constantinescu. The Economic and Social
Research Council generously funded me, first, fhrough a year of MA study, which
sharpened my interest in Eastern Europe, and, then, for three further years of Ph.D
research. The British Council and the University of Bucharest also sponsored my
attendance on a Romanian language summer course at Sinaia in 1991. |

I have been guided in my work by two supervisors who have a deep under-
standing of their fields. Dr. Dennis Deletant, the holder of the only specialist post
in Romanian studies in the United Kingdom, has an unrivaled knowledge and un-
derstanding of Romania and things Romanian, whilst Mr George Schopflin, whose
undergraduate course first awakened my interest in Eastern Europe, has over many
years been a constant source of comments and ideas. Many others have also played
a part in furthering my research, and I would particularly like to mention Yvonne
Alexandrescu, Dr Gheorghe Bratescu and Jonathan Sunley of the East European
Reporter. Within Romania I would like to pay special thanks to a few people who
have been particularly supportive over the years, helping through their friendship
to shape my appreciation of the country. During my stay in Bucharest in 1993, I
was fortunate to meet two talented young Romanians who did much to aid my un-
derstanding of the more subtle nuances of Romanian life: Dan Niculescu—Duvaz,

an always unbiased and thoughtful observer, and Vlad Nicolescu, whose boundless
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enthusiasm for Romanian culture was truly infectious. Professor Nicolae Tanagoca
throughout proved to be a fount of wisdom on all things Romanian, who with his
encyclopedic knowledge patiently guided me through the mazes of Romanian his-
tory and with his wife Anca was ever hbspitable. ‘However, my deepest gratitude
is to Familia Nedelcu, Catrinel, Tudor, Ioana and Ileana Baracu for their kindness
and hospitality over the years, because without their generosity of spirit Romania
for me would would have forever remained an alien land, instead theirs was always
a welcoming portal and for this I shall be forever grateful.

Finally, I am happy to acknowledge many years of support and encouragement
from both my Father and Mother and most of all my wife, Mary, who was a
constant companion during the writing of this work both in London and Romania,
bearing much with fortitude and understanding. As an always critical intellectual
sparing partner she has done much to help make sense of what at times seemed a
shapeless mass of ideas and as a wife she was always ready to give hope at times

of doubt, and it is to her 1 owe the greatest debt of gratitude.
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' The overthrow of Nicolae Ceaugescu

As December 1989 dawned, despite the momentous upheavals that had swept
Eastern Europe throughout the year culminating in November with the breach-
ing of the Berlin Wall and the ‘Velvet Revolution’ in Prague, many observers
still remained deeply pessimistic about the prospects for such joyful scenes being

repeated in Romania.?

Amidst this sea of change the Romanian leader, Nico-
lae Ceaugescu, effectively isolated from the outside world within the trappings of
his bizarre Stalinist personality cult, remained an unyielding monolith rejecting all
calls for deviation from his own interpretation of the tenets of Marxism-Leninism.2
Marooned in this fast changing world and constantly fearful that he might suc-
cumb to the same fate as the recently deposed Erich Honecker and Todor Zhikov,
Ceaugescu, nevertheless, appeared at face value to be in a far stronger position
than his geriatric confréres to maintain his hold on power. Never having baulked
at employing the formidable security apparatus under his personal control to sup-
press all challenges to his authority, he faced little obvious opposition from within
the higher echelons of the RCP and ruled over a country which by all appearances
had been battered by years of suffering into an atomised passivity.

Yet, from the late 1970s, as conditions inside Romania had started to dete-
riorate sharply, with food shortages coinciding with attempts by the regime to
increase working hours and tie wages to wildly optimistic plan targets, a number
of worker protests had flickered to life suggesting that under the surface violent
tensions were simmering. The first incident of any consequence had been the 1977
strike in the Jiu Valley during which miners had peacefully occupied their pits
to protest at moves by the regime to curtail social benefits and increase working
hours. The authorities had responded to the challenge by opening negotiations,
first dispatching a delegation headed by PEC member Ilie Verdet, and, then, when
they had been taken captive by the strikers, Ceausescu had arrived in person to,

eventually, promise amidst chaotic scenes that the bulk of the workers’ demands
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18 The overthrow of Nicolae Ceausescu

and increasingly, as the 1980s progressed, their message of material suffering and
human rights abuses found a more receptive audience in the West, which with
the onset of Mikhail Gorbachev’s reform programme in the Soviet Union, had
ceased to see Ceaugescu as a valuable agent of influence within Eastern Europe.
Ceausescu’s destruction of a large part of the heart of old Bucharest to make
way for a grandiose new civic centre and triumphal boulevards had already drawn
sharp protests from a number of Romanian historians and received a great deal of
adverse comment in the West, but when, in 1988, he revived a scheme for ‘system-
atization’ by which several thousand villages were to disappear by the year 2000,
ostensibly in the name of a more rational use of geographical space, it brought a
torrent of international condemnation and Ceausescu from being féted in Western
capitals as a statesman of renown became transfigured in popular imagination to
the incarnation of evil with his wife, Elena, cast in a shadowy Svengali-like role.!®
The response of the Romanian regime was to turn its back on the outside world,
prohibiting its citizens contact with foreigners, unilaterally renouncing its ‘Most
Favoured Nation’ trading status with the USA to forestall Congress from scrutinis-
ing its human rights record, and, pointedly, refusing to be bound by the provisions
relating to human rights and freedom of worship in the final document of the
Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe.'® However, as well as loosing
favour in the West Ceaugescu, by the late 1980s, had also become increasingly
isolated in the East, his descent into neo-Stalinist reaction being accompanied
by a vitriolic and acrimonious high—profile confrontation with Hungary over the
assimilatory pressures being applied on the Hungarian minority in Transylvania.
A dispute which also cast the regime in an unfavourable light on the world stage,
an impression further underlined by reports that by 1989 over 24,000 Romanian
refugees had fled across the border to their northern neighbour.!?

With Romania increasingly isolated and beset on all sides, amidst the turbu-
lent scenes of hope shining brightly elsewhere in Eastern Europe, on 22 November
1989 the 14** Congress of the Romanian Communist Party opened in Bucharest.
It seems that all Romania waited with bated breath for the opening speech from
their leader hoping against hope for either news of a last minute conversion to
Gorbachev—style reforms or, perhaps, a challenge from the audience, like that at
the 12t* Congress of the RCP when Constantin Parvulescu had risen to denounce
Ceausgescu’s abuse of power. Instead, in a familiar declamatory drone punctuated
by frequent bursts of carefully orchestrated applause they heard Ceaugescu launch
into a monologue in which he promised only to maintain the leading role of the
Party and offered no prospect of respite on the painful road of socialist construc-

tion. Many remember turning off the radio or television with heavy hearts, and,
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following Ceaugescu’s ‘unaminious’ re—election as Party leader, when, less than a
month later, the protesters spilled onto the streets one of the slogans they were
to chant was ‘Down with the re—election!” The loss of hope seems to have been
tangible and, as the last prospects for peaceful change evaporated, the only option

left was to be a violent overthrow.1®

The contexts of revolution

As an event, the Romanian Revolution passed extremely rapidly with little more
than one week elapsing between the first demonstrations in Timigoara, outside the
house of the Hungarian Pastor, Laszl6 Té6kés, and the final flight of Ceausescu
from the Central Committee building in Bucharest. This brief period can broadly
be divided into three phases: the first of these began in Timigoara on 15 Decem-
ber and was characterised by escalating street protests, frequently violent, by a
disorganised crowd. These were brought to an abrupt halt on 17 December when
a brutal repression by the authorities drove the crowd from the streets of the city.
Tentative signs of the second phase of protest began to emerge on the next day.
More organised and largely peaceful in form and centred on the industrial work-
force these occurred initially within the factories, but on 20 December they spilled
out into a huge demonstration in the centre of the city, which directly led to the
collapse of official rule in Timigoara. The third phase was to see the unrest spread
out from beyond Timisgoara, first to surrounding towns in the Banat and, then,
to other major cities and many smaller towns, largely in Transylvania but also
including some centres such as Orgova and Ploiesti, that lay outside its bounds.
Most significantly unrest also spread to Bucharest. In many of the smaller towns
the overthrow of Ceaugescu was to pass peacefully, but in several of the larger
cities and, especially, Bucharest, Cluj and Sibiu, a pattern of events was to unfold
remarkably similar to those in Timigoara, as violent street demonstrations were
followed by repression which in turn led to mass protests. These rapidly, under-
cut the last shreds of legitimacy held by the regime leading the security forces to

withdraw their support and making the position of Ceaugescu untenable.

The revolution broke out in December, normally the heart of the harsh Roma-
nian winter, but in 1989 the country was blessed by an interlude of unseasonably
mild weather, which encouraged the crowds to stay on the streets and to a certain
extent rendered the tactics of the authorities inefficacious, especially, in the case
of the water cannon employed against the protesters, as in all probability their
blasts of cold water would have had far greater impact if they had been delivered

in more wintry conditions.’® Strangely, on either side of the revolution, Romania














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































