Two Experiences, Two Final Reports

The experiences that Romania went through in teiedantury — the Second World War
and Communism — as part of processes which profgundrked European history, have, since
the fall of the Communist regime, been the objeatsdifferent forms of approach and
interpretation. The re-evaluation of the past hesome a process naturally determined by the
exit from a particular stage in history, in whicbtronly the political and cultural environment is
changing, but also historiographical concepts arthods. In the context of limited, but above
all falsified, knowledge of the history of the laSD years, historians have had to face
considerable challenges as much in view of the oty of new sources, as of their
interpretation. The essential questions have bé&daw was it possible?” and ‘Who are
responsible?’.

Naturally, the Second World War and the historyhe® Communist regime in Romania,
in connection with the transformations of Centradl &astern Europe, have been in the past years
the domain of predilection for researchers. In v@vihese two questions, confronting the past
was, however, is problematic. History was quickbnsidered a way of healing the traumas of
social memory and less an objective science whshires the neutral knowledge of the past.

The attempt to come to terms with the recent mask toncrete form in two final reports,
made by two special commissions created under atr@rmage of the Romanian presidency. In
the first case, the International Commission fa& 8tudy of the Holocaust in Romania, created
on 22 October 2003, at the initiative of President lliescu, described itself as ‘an independent
research organisation’, free from political inflges and opinions. Elie Wiesel, the first Nobel
Peace Prize laureate and correspondent membee &dimanian Academy, was invited to chair
this commission. In the course of one year, them@msion researched and established the truth
regarding the tragedy of the Holocaust in Romaniand the Second World War. It was
composed of representatives of the Romanian Prasidpecialists in history and political
science from home and abroad, and Holocaust susjivas well as representatives of
international Jewish and Roma organisations.

In the second case, also at the initiative of thesident, this time TraianaBescu, there
was created in April 2006, as a ‘response to sgsielesire to come to terms with and condemn

the totalitarian past’, a new commission headethByAmerican political scientist of Romanian



origin, Vladimir Tismineanu. This commission also brought together sl&siaand experts in
history and political science, and sociologiststha case of the ‘Tismaneanu Commission’, there
was an extra motivation. Romania’s entry into therdpean Union, on 1 January 2007,
presupposed an official, scientifically-foundedndemnation of the crimes of the communist
regime. Traian Bsescu’s gesture, on 18 December 2006, became istmithat of the French
president Jacques Chirac, who had condemned gsiitiate the Vichy regime.

However, both commissions claimed to have an dtfocadation and tried to respond, in
the name of the truth, to a series of sensitiveeissurrounding the recent past of Romania. The
aim of such approaches was knowledge of the dirmessif the Holocaust and the Gulag, with
all the social, political and psychological conseees that left their mark on society. Both
reports proposed an official sanctioning of therésdn both periods (1940-1944 and 1945-
1989), but also the placing in the public domauor, dll categories of citizens, of information
impossible to use before 1989. Such processes tidedke place in the years immediately
following the fall of the Communist regime, but tRemanian political class and even society as
a whole had difficulty accepting the imperativenesémory. Undoubtedly Romanian society need
to know the truth about the recent past, but thoggss was painstaking, while the interference of
the political factor, as a reflex reaction to tlieqeding period, played an important role.

The destinies of the final reports, as well asrdeetions it produced at the public level
were, however, different. The ‘Wiesel Report’ fesrh benefited from the reactions provoked by
the one published at the end of 2006. Even if i &ven some publicity, the ‘Wiesel Report’
was not subject to real public debates. Criticime mainly from those who deny or minimize
the tragedy of the Jewish minority in Romanigimilarly, the reactions at a public level were
few, while the ‘Wiesel Report’ was slowly forgottesomething which raises an essential
qguestion. It was a genuine civic debate, which oedpd to the natural need, internal to
Romanian society, to know and understand the resldf the Second World War, but it was

reduced to only a presidential gesture determingdekternal pressure. The experts and

! The commission recommended the establishmentN#tioonal Day for Commemoration of the Holocaust%n
October; the creation of a national monument and afuseum in Bucharest to commemorate the victifrtbe
Holocaust; the identification and registration oflétaust victims in Romania; the creation of a sdeworking
party to analyse, correct and write school curdcahd manuals referring to the Holocaust. The casion also
recommended the introduction of teaching the Halsta the framework of university curricula ane ghreparation
of courses for professional groups and associatibescreation of a central archive and a foundatiedicated to
the teaching and research of the Holocaust; thersals of decisions to rehabilitate war criminatgluding those
pronounced in the last 15 years.



specialists gathered together in this commissiahtha mission to give more credibility to the
final product, but the extent to which the resoltsheir activity could be received correctly ireth
public domain is hard to téllThe ‘Wiesel Report’ does not condemn a perioa oegime, but
establishes the historical and factual framewordk iadicates the responsibility of the Antonescu
regime for the Holocaust in Romania. The ‘Wieselor¢ did not aim to make Romanian society
collectively guilty, but emphasised the decisionking process that determined the drama of
thousands of Jews. The direct consequences ofdlselpntial initiative was the elaboration of an
alternative manual for the study of the problemtlod Holocaust in secondary schools, the
introduction of courses at university and the ¢osabf an institute which continues research
along the lines of the repdrt

The question that arises is: why does this drangtisode of the Second World War
continue to be ignored, passed over in silenceposidered with indifference? An analysis of the
historiographical production of the last years edsehe fact that research into the dimension of
the Holocaust, hidden before 1989 — ‘state-orgarisggetting® — , continues to be minimalized.
It was expected that the situation would changer dfte finalisation of the ‘Wiesel report’, and
that the number of works or public debates on shisject would grow (we are not referring to
those published by the ‘Elie Wiesel' National Ihsie for the Study of the Holocaust in
Romania). The subject continues to be marginallsivthe ‘Wiesel Report’, in spite of the fact
that it was made by a commission of specialist$,ndit manage to impose itself in the collective

consciousness as a document which establishesutheon this episode. An official coming-to-

2 The structure of the report contains, apart frofficial messages, the following chapte®ackground and
Precursors to the Holocaust. Roots of Romanian-geiitism. The League of National Christian Defeacdron
Guard Anti-Semitism. The Anti-semitic Policiestaf Goga Government and of the Royal DictatorshipmBnian-
Germans Relations before and during the Holocalike June-July 1940 Romanian Withdrawal from Bedsiara
and Northen Bukovina and Its Consequences on liieie Relations in Romania; Anti-Semitic Propagaratal
Official Rhetoric concerning the Judeo BolsheviknBar: Romanian Jews and Communism between 1938-1944
The Holocaust in Romania; The Exclusion of JewsifRomanian Society during the Antonescu Governmetits
and without the Iron Guard: Anti-Semitic LegislatioRomanianization and Expropriation; The Life awish
Community under lon Antonescu and Jewish commariRgsponse to the Holocaust in Romania; The Defpamta
of the Roma and their treatment in TransnistriagTRole of lon Antonescu in the Planning and Impletantion of
Anti-Semitic and Anti-Roma policies of the Romar8tate; The Holocaust in Northen Transylvania; &alfity and
Rescue. Romania ,Righteous among the Nations"; I[$riaf the War Criminals; Distorsion, Negationismdan
Minimalizations of the Holocaust in Postwar Romariimdings and Recommendations; Afterwords.

3 At the same time was adopted an emergency ordeenahich outlaws organisations and symbols of ai$gs
racist or xenophobic character, such as the proamatf the cult of personalities guilty of commitiicrimes against
peace or humanity.

* SeeFinal Report. International Commission on the Halost in Romaniapresident of the Commission, Ellie
Wiesel, lasi, 2005, p. 333.



terms has not brought with it a collective comingi¢rms, which raises question marks over not
only knowledge of the period, but also Romanianetgs readiness to cast off certain cliches.

Ignorance of the document brings back into discusshe criteria for interpreting and
analysing the period of the Second World War. Exgleons for such an attitude have their
origins in:

— the period of the government of marshal lon Aetmu, but especially the conditions of
the minorities, continues to be a sensitive subfecta part of Romanian historiography, still
dependent on negationist and nationalist clichdterA 989, there were numerous attempts to
rehabilitate the lon Antonescu government — a @®eehich began in the mid-80s — in a context
in which his anti-semitism was not mentioned, wthalisti-semitic legislation, as well as measures
to deport the Jews, were explained away by reasbngar economy, or submission to the
German command. The rehabilitation of the Antonegmeernment also started with the premise
that in comparison with other states in the Gersyarere of influence, Romania had the merit of
having saved a considerable number of Jews andhéedfore her own acts require nuances of
interpretation (in 1943, the government suspentieddeportations, thus saving 340.000 Jews).
Undoubtedly such theses do not stand up to anabfsgocuments of the period and can be
amended. Many more of such interpretations leavplace for the acceptance of responsibility
and the coming to terms with discriminatory measusken by the Romanian state against its
own citizens.

— the existence of heightened sensitivity to theisle question and the problem of anti-
semitism in Romania did not provoke a real pubkbate. What's more, in the first years after
1989, there was the danger that the public spactdvia® taken over by a false debate, fuelled by
nationalist currents with a hard anti-semitic disse, as a direct consequence of the last years of
the Communist government. The combat against antit&sm is a precarious one and four years
after the publication of the report, we still fitlte expression of erroneous theses.

— naturally, the collapse of the Communist regitannelled interest towards knowledge
of a past which profoundly marked the history o thst 50 years, which determined that the
memory of the war generation occupied a secondacgpn this process of coming to terms with
the past.

With hindsight, the ‘Wiesel report’ was positivelgceived by the political class, but as

far as the public is concerned, a few distinctioas be made. The popular mind is dependent



upon cliches, which find no basis in reality, tharn& a distorted knowledge of this period, but
also thanks to the tendency to glorify the wargekand its actors, considered to be victims of the
Communist regime. As far as the younger generasoconcerned, efforts are being made to
spread the truth about this period, through théaktion of manuals, the introduction to the
school curriculum of special hours, the publicatafnbooks etc. But the educational approach
presupposes a constant and long term process.Wiesél report’ represented only a beginning
of deconstruction of the myth of an immaculate sgciabsolved of all responsibility.

On the other hand, the ‘Tismaneanu report’ laudcte ‘battle for memory’ and the
confrontation of the past within five parameters: cbndemnation; 2. memorialisation; 3.
legislation; 4. Research and archives; 5. educafAsrexpected, the debate on the legacy of the
communist past created pro- and anti- currentsdarided the intellectual and political elites. It
was far from being an isolated approadhe idea of a trial of communism manifested ftgel
the years immediately after the fall of the commstuneégime; however, of the three dimensions -
judicial, political and moral-cultural - only theadt manifested itself constantly through the
publication of numerous studies, memoirs and docusn&Vith the exception of the inauguration
of the Sighet Memorial (20 June 1997), when thenth@esident of Romania, Emil
Constantinescu, asked for ‘forgiveness in the nahtkee Romanian state’ from the victims of the
communist regime, at the official level the debartethis past came down to a series of proposals
which aimed primarily at the cleaning up of poktidife through the institution of a law of
lustration. But there was no unified will on thetpaf the Romanian political class which would
lead to the fulfilment of such a lofty aim. The alsration of the process of condemning
communism was not determined by pressure fromdbialsbody, but from competition between
centres of power at the political level. Reticemtsignals coming from civil soci€ty Traian

Basescu initially believed that he did not dispossudficient elements to begin this process

® In this context it is worth recalling the decrezarding rights to those persecuted for politicaltives,
adopted in 1990, an initiative by Ticu Dumitresconcerning access to the archives of the SecurifHbe.
declaration concerning the condemnation of comnmriis December 1990 and not least the adoption eflai
governing access to one’s own dossier and the uangpsf collaborators.

® See the appeal by vice-president Sorinstijavho in his ‘Proclamation for Romania’, called,f April
2005, the condemnation of the communist regimeriggsster similar to that of the trial of the Hosust.

" See the recommandations of the report by Goéramdllaml on ‘The necessity of international
condemnations of the crimes of the communist tatddin regimes’ whichrecommends international acts of
condemnation of the crimes of communism. Politideputes with former alliance partners, the creatid the
government’s initiative of an institute for the estigation of the crimes of communism (Dcember 20@5d
suspicions hovering over his own past, as welhasctisis at the top of CNSAS, convinced the pexgidRomanian
of the need to give free rein to demands for thedemnation of communism. What's more, in March 2066&



The creation of the commission was the result oterse political context in which
confronting the legacy of the communist past mgaaying for high stakes. Created in April
2006, the Tismaneanu commission presented itstsesuDecember of that year, before both
houses of the Parliament. The Report was dividaa fiour chapterstntroduction 1. Romanian
Communist Party ll. Repression lll. Society, Economy and Cultu@nd Conclusions The
Necessity for the Analysis, Repudiation and Conddiom of the Communist Pagilus a series
of annexes entitleBiographies of the Nomenklatfrarhe president’s gesture was interpreted as
an act of historical and moral justice, through téeognition of the violence of the Communist
past, but in this case too there were no significhanges at the level of Romanian society. The
Communist past continues to be a legacy not fullyflonted, in conditions where the report did
not lead to the adoption of a law of lustration,ishhmakes the presidential initiative purely
symbolic.

However, what is important to take from this is thet that the report, with its pluses and
minuses, indicates a necessary review of methodssefrch and analysis of the communist past.
The temptation to judge and condemn naturally loathte the place of detached and objective
analysis. The reactions of Romanian society weogyeler, far from what the authors of the
report had wished for. In this case too we notideeyond the debates in the press caused by
quarrelling intellectuafs— a state of apathy and indifference. There wasamsocial consensus
around a totally negative assessment of the consnhperiod. Understanding communism cannot
happen through the exclusion of various aspectscaadges in Romanian society during this
half century. For Romanian society, a deep undedstg of what communism meant
presupposes a long-term strategy in which discossnal objective criticism of sources represent
the starting points for an accessible and acceptalidcourse. Otherwise the memory of
communism will be subject to a natural processoafad amnesia explicable in the conditions of
a post-communist society interested in the preset less preoccupied with a past, which,

through the changing of generations, will consitiet it no longer has to come to terms with it.

launched an ‘Appeal to the president of RomaniaiafrdBisescu”, which demanded the condemnation of the
communist regime as illegitimate and criminal.

8 See ,Raportul final al Comisiei Prezidie pentru Analiza Dictaturii Comuniste din Romeihil8 decembrie
2006, in www.presidency.ro.

° Seelluzia anticomunismului. Lecturi critice ale Rapoli Tismineany eds. Vasile Ernu, Costi Rogozanu,
CiprianSulea, OvidiuTichindeleanu, Editura Cartier, Ghiau, 2008.



The re-evaluation of communism needs to be contis@md sustained by a real debate in
civil society so that the telling of the past ig hased on conflictual and partisan positions. The
ethics of memory demands in equal measure symlsligvell as material reparations whose
effects lead to the rethinking of the relationshiptween political power and society. The
interpretation of the communist past only from pgexspective of political power, without also
deciphering the way in which society interactedwitite party-state and its institutions, will result
in an incomplete picture. It is noticeable thattg®® historiography has preferred to concentrate
only on the first aspect, thanks to the fact tihetré was, quite naturally, a need to show the
violent and antidemocratic nature of communist powstudies of social and economic
transformations have had a marginal importancethayg have not been a priority subject for
specialists in social scienc¢@sResearch into social space leads to resultshtradiction of the
historiographical discourse of the last years andipto the realm of debate sensitive themes
such as the ability of Romanian society to prodaceeal opposition, the attitude of the
intellectual elites towards the regime (complicityicit acceptance, passivity, conformism) or,
what's more, show the fact that for a certain ecttf Romanian citizens communism offered
the chance of upward mobility.

A complete understanding of Romanian communism up@sses in equal measure
knowledge of the mechanisms of the party-state, @nthe transformations at the heart of
Romanian society. The reconstruction of a sociainorg needs to start from the premise of an
approach which avoids the emotions caused by suffeBuch an approach would lead, just as in
the case of the Holocaust, to the renunciatioretifgorifying and immaculately pure visions of

the past.
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19 See for more details Florin AbraharRrocesul istoriografic al ,Procesului comunismulyiin ,Arhivele
Totalitarismului“, nr. 1-2/2007, pp. 115-134.



