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Chapter II:  

The Far Right: Silent Stories of Liberal Democracy 

 

1. A Restrictive History 

 

In 2020, the unexpected triumph of the new AUR Party (Alliance for the Union of 

Romanians) in the Parliamentary elections in Romania triggered not only deep reflection on the 

preferences of (especially young) voters for the far-right, but also a memorial debate. The AUR 

was a nationalist organization that often uses far-right notions of exclusion and purity1 and their 

sudden ascent prompted questions about the mainstreaming of the far-right. Ideas about 

regaining sovereignty and national pride were peddled to make Eurosceptic narratives 

acceptable to the largely young audience of this political party.2 Representatives of AUR had 

glorified authoritarian interwar figures responsible for the Holocaust, such as Marshal Ion 

Antonescu (September 1940-August 1944), and lauded the leaders and actions of the Romanian 

Legion of the Archangel Michael and the Iron Guard movement (until 1933 its paramilitary 

faction, afterwards an alternative denominator), the main far-right organization active in 

Romania in the years leading up to World War II and disbanded in 1941, as icons of national 

 
1 The group identifies itself as anti-corruption, socially minded and anticommunist and sceptical of the impositions 

from Brussels. Various of its representatives have shown disdain for any type of constraint of xenophobic tones, 

such as writer Sorin Lavric who questions gender equity and human rights as “political correctness” and Claudiu 

Târziu who openly commemorates far-right historical references (https://claudiutarziu.ro/declaratie-politica-in-

senatul-romaniei-un-deceniu-de-la-urcarea-la-ceruri-a-parintelui-iustin-parvu/. More generally, they fit into a 

European context where young, and fresh-faced politicians are taking up the case of a menaced “identity” caused 

by globalization; see, for example, the AfD in Germany, Chega in Portugal, and Forum voor Democratie in the 

Netherlands. The movements and parties work with notions of superiority and hierarchy in society, particularly in 

relation to minorities, and that have helped mainstream their politics and bring a sense of normality (or 

inevitability) to the re-emergence of the radical right. (Carlos Morgado Braz, “CHEGA! A sceptre of the 

mainstream Portuguese parties’ disaggregation or a spectre of fascism?”, Populism Studies, 2023, 

https://www.populismstudies.org/chega-a-sceptre-of-the-mainstream-portuguese-parties-disaggregation-or-a-

spectre-of-fascism/). 
2 Alexandra Coțofană, “Weaponising the Alliance for the Unity of Romanians (AUR), Novelties and 

Continuums in Romania's Far-Right Political Extremism” in Routledge Handbook of Non-Violent 

Extremism (London: Routledge, 2023). 

https://www.populismstudies.org/chega-a-sceptre-of-the-mainstream-portuguese-parties-disaggregation-or-a-spectre-of-fascism/).
https://www.populismstudies.org/chega-a-sceptre-of-the-mainstream-portuguese-parties-disaggregation-or-a-spectre-of-fascism/).
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sovereignty.3 Some of its members insisted that the histories of the Holocaust or anti-Semitism 

of the nationalist movements of the past were mere exaggerations, or “minor histories”.4  

The success of AUR led to a public discussion on historical genealogies and taxonomies 

of extremism in the Romanian public space.5 AUR generally rejects accusations of having 

dangerous allegiances with the past Romanian far-right and contemporary far-right movements 

by emphasizing memorial positions which are explicitly anticommunist and values such as 

freedom and “dignity”.6 But the politics of the group, which do not shy away from fascist 

rhetoric, the social emulations of past far-right leaders such as Corneliu Zelea Codreanu (1899-

1938), the popular leader of the Iron Guard movement (1927-1939) and his appeals to social 

acumen and collectivist politics, are difficult to miss.7 Moreover, AUR often emulates the Iron 

Guard’s rhetoric about a “pure” Romanian nation.8 The party stokes a narrative of 

exceptionalism of the Romanian “nation” proper to right-wing authoritarianism that argues that 

historical conditions, geopolitical insecurity and economic conditions excuse any conditions of 

racism or discrimination, which was a core dimension of the fascist-leaning politics of inter-

war Romania. 

If anything, this new political success shows the potential contribution of memorial 

narratives to the mainstreaming of far-right ideologies. The way memorial cultures of the far-

 
3 G4 Media, interview Petru Clej - Roland Clark and Traian Sandu, “AUR și Mișcarea Legionară. Cât de valabilă 

este comparația între cele două partide”, https://www.g4media.ro/aur-si-miscarea-legionara-cat-de-valabila-este-

comparatia-intre-cele-doua-partide.html.  
4 I.C, “AUR, noi afirmații scandaloase: Istoria Holocaustului, o tema minoră. Muraru: Partidul extremist a depășit 

cadrul legal”, Digi 24. See https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/actualitate/aur-noi-afirmatii-scandaloase-istoria-

holocaustului-o-tema-minora-muraru-partidul-extremist-a-depasit-cadrul-legal-1789607. Last accessed June 14th, 

2023. 
5 The Iron Guard, with its nationalist, entrepreneurial and renewal narrative, is a similar example . See Roland 

Clark, Holy Legionary Youth: Fascist Activism in Interwar Romania; Raul Cârstocea, “Building a Fascist 

Romania: Voluntary Work Camps as Mobilisation Strategies of the Legionary Movement in Interwar Romania”, 

Fascism, 6, 2 (2017), 163–95, https://doi.org/10.1163/22116257-00602002. 
6 Sergiu Mișcoiu, “Euroscepticismul Românesc”, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, 2021, https://library.fes.de/pdf-

files/bueros/bukarest/18433.pdf.  
7 Interview Oliver Jens Schmitt, Radio Free Europe, https://romania.europalibera.org/a/31663221.html. Raul 

Cârstocea, “Building a Fascist Romania: Voluntary Work Camps as Mobilisation Strategies of the Legionary 

Movement in Interwar Romania”, Fascism, 6, 2 (2017), 163–95, https://doi.org/10.1163/22116257-00602002. 
8 Magdalena Ulceluse, “The Golden Dawn of Romania?”, Populism Observer, 2021, 

https://populismobserver.com/2021/03/24/aur-the-golden-dawn-of-romania/.  

https://www.g4media.ro/aur-si-miscarea-legionara-cat-de-valabila-este-comparatia-intre-cele-doua-partide.html
https://www.g4media.ro/aur-si-miscarea-legionara-cat-de-valabila-este-comparatia-intre-cele-doua-partide.html
https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/actualitate/aur-noi-afirmatii-scandaloase-istoria-holocaustului-o-tema-minora-muraru-partidul-extremist-a-depasit-cadrul-legal-1789607
https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/actualitate/aur-noi-afirmatii-scandaloase-istoria-holocaustului-o-tema-minora-muraru-partidul-extremist-a-depasit-cadrul-legal-1789607
https://doi.org/10.1163/22116257-00602002
https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/bukarest/18433.pdf
https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/bukarest/18433.pdf
https://romania.europalibera.org/a/31663221.html
https://doi.org/10.1163/22116257-00602002
https://populismobserver.com/2021/03/24/aur-the-golden-dawn-of-romania/
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right have “normalized” into mainstream liberal political languages and cultural discourses is a 

contemporary concern world-wide.9 Young and fresh-faced politicians have taken up the cause 

of identities menaced by globalization, such as the AfD in Germany, Chega in Portugal, and 

Forum voor Democratie in the Netherlands.10 Such movements and parties work with notions 

of nativism and hierarchy in society, particularly in relation to minorities, and increasingly 

mainstream their politics.11 Much of their politics also has a memorial component: the  

minimization of the Holocaust,12 challenging the validity of histories of political violence 

inflicted by the national majority on certain minorities, contesting the idea of historical 

accountability (for instance of colonialism) or denying the “right to memory” for certain groups 

altogether.13 

Recent developments in Romania are part of this contemporary transnational 

“normalization” of the radical right; they also, however, have a much longer history, as do other 

similar right-wing groupings in the region. It has been the case of the Chetniks in former 

Yugoslavia or the Ukrainian OUN, both eulogized in contemporary politics in the 1990s and 

considered national anti-communist heroes before that.14 The OUN, the Ukrainian nationalist 

and far-right interwar organization continues to be a popular source of identity and solidarity in 

 
9 Francesco Zavatti, “Making and contesting far right sites of memory. A case study on Romania”, Memory Studies, 

14, 5 (2021), 949-970. https://doi.org/10.1177/1750698020982054. 
10 Anita Nissen, Europeanisation of the Contemporary Far Right. Generation Identity and Fortress Europe 

(London: Routledge, 2022). 
11 Carlos Morgado Braz, “CHEGA! A sceptre of the mainstream Portuguese parties’ disaggregation or a spectre 

of fascism?”, Populism Studies, 2023. .https://www.populismstudies.org/chega-a-sceptre-of-the-mainstream-

portuguese-parties-disaggregation-or-a-spectre-of-fascism. Last accessed December 18th 2019. 
12 See for instance “ Rewriting the Netherlands’ Past and Future: Thierry Baudet’s Use of Holocaust Analogies 

during the COVID-19 Pandemic”, Europe Now Journal, 

https://www.europenowjournal.org/2022/04/28/rewriting-the-netherlands-past-and-future-thierry-baudets-use-of-

holocaust-analogies-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/.  
13 Huub van Baar, “Cultural policy and the governmentalization of Holocaust remembrance in Europe: Romani 

memory between denial and recognition”, International Journal of Cultural Policy, 17, (1), 2017, 1-17, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10286631003695539.  
14 Jelena Đureinović, The Politics of Memory of the Second World War in Contemporary Serbia: Collaboration, 

Resistance and Retribution (London, Berlin: DeGruyter, 2019), 14-20. 

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1750698020982054
https://www.populismstudies.org/chega-a-sceptre-of-the-mainstream-portuguese-parties-disaggregation-or-a-spectre-of-fascism
https://www.populismstudies.org/chega-a-sceptre-of-the-mainstream-portuguese-parties-disaggregation-or-a-spectre-of-fascism
https://www.europenowjournal.org/2022/04/28/rewriting-the-netherlands-past-and-future-thierry-baudets-use-of-holocaust-analogies-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.europenowjournal.org/2022/04/28/rewriting-the-netherlands-past-and-future-thierry-baudets-use-of-holocaust-analogies-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://doi.org/10.1080/10286631003695539
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present-day Ukraine.15 Similar to the dynamics memorializing the Iron Guard, members of the 

interwar far right are hailed as popular democracy symbols, uncorrupted democracies and 

national figures of self-attainment in Croatia, Poland and Ukraine.16   

Several memorial tropes noticeable in this mainstreaming of the far-right in the region 

have eased their rise into liberal discourses. Whitewashing their political views through 

credentials of “anticommunist resistance” helped airbrushing biographies of members of these 

organizations.17 For instance, Octav Bjoza, former President of the Romanian Association of 

Former Political Prisoners (of communism), continuously refused to incriminate members of 

the Guard and argued they fought for freedom.18 When asked about his camaraderie with 

members of the Guard while in prison, he apologetically queried whether that should still matter 

in the face of the context of the 1950s.19 It also happened in more mainstream contexts, for 

instance in 2010, when Ion Gavrilă Ogoranu (1926-1993), a member of the Iron Guard and 

lifelong advocate of the movement, was the protagonist of the internationally praised 

documentary Portrait of the Fighter as a Young Man (Portret al Luptătorului la Tinerețe), 

focusing on the anticommunist resistance in Romania’s Făgăraş Mountains following the 

Second World War.20 As the movie made its way through European cinemas, the Elie Wiesel 

Holocaust Institute in Bucharest cautioned that the film’s narrative decontextualises Ogoranu’s 

pre-war anti-Semitic biography and that Ogoranu “was part of the Romanian Iron Guard and a 

militant for this fascist-like organisation, with both anti-Semite and racist undertones”.21 Yet 

 
15 Yulia Yurshuk, “Reclaiming the Past, Confronting the Past: OUN–UPA Memory Politics and Nation Building 

in Ukraine (1991–2016)”, in Julie Fedor, Simon Lewis, Tatiana Zhurzhenko eds., War and Memory in Russia, 

Ukraine and Belarus, London: Palgrave, 2017, 107-137. 
16  Subotić, Yellow Star, Red Star, 1–30. Đureinović, "The Politics of Memory", 25-28. 
17 Roland Clark, Holy Legionary Youth: Fascist Activism in Interwar Romania;  
18 F.N, “Octav Bjoza, Primul Român Decorat de Iohannis: ‘Legionarii mi-au marcat tot restul vieţii’”, Frontpress, 

2013, https://www.frontpress.ro/octav-bjoza-primul-roman-decorat-de-iohannis-legionarii-mi-au-marcat-tot-

restul-vietii/. Last accessed March 5, 2019. 
19 G.P, “Interview Octav Bjoza”, Gândul, April 1, 2014. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=awiOKrTR65U&ab_channel=NTDRomania. Last accessed July 24, 2019. 
20 Resistance groups primarily operating in hiding. 
21 William Totok, “Portretul Luptătorului La Tinereţe” a Stîrnit Controverse La Berlinală”, Deutche Welle, 2010.  

https://www.dw.com/ro/portretul-luptătorului-la-tinereţe-a-stîrnit-controverse-la-berlinală/a-5255039.Last 

accessed April 1, 2020. 

https://www.frontpress.ro/octav-bjoza-primul-roman-decorat-de-iohannis-legionarii-mi-au-marcat-tot-restul-vietii/
https://www.frontpress.ro/octav-bjoza-primul-roman-decorat-de-iohannis-legionarii-mi-au-marcat-tot-restul-vietii/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=awiOKrTR65U&ab_channel=NTDRomania
https://www.dw.com/ro/portretul-luptătorului-la-tinereţe-a-stîrnit-controverse-la-berlinală/a-5255039
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the director of the documentary, Constantin Popescu, played down all these controversies and 

argued the movie “was not a hagiography” of Ogoranu but that he hoped the film avoided new 

controversies regarding recent political history.22 Faced with criticism, Popescu defended his 

position of impartiality and the organizers of the Berlin Biennale, for instance, chose to ignore 

these complaints and continued to screen the movie. 

The religious elements of the movements also eased their wider acceptance. Biographies 

of Corneliu Zelea Codreanu, the leader of the movement, frequently struggle to spell out and 

identify the radical right ideological message of the movement, because he perpetuated a 

mobilizing tone about the country's renewal and the nation in the interwar period, tinged with 

Christian mysticism.23 Tatiana Niculescu’s 2017 book Mistica Rugăciunii și a Revolverului 

struggles, for instance, to articulate the racial and discriminatory direction of the „Captain”.24 

It often happens that biographies tend to look at the social prestige and popularity of Codreanu’s 

political persona, rather than delving into his ideology. In both these cases, there are evident 

silences behind this mechanism of mainstreaming. 

The ascent of AUR did move the focus away from these more evident ways of 

exoneration to the ideological languages through which the far-right in Romania has been 

classified in contemporary political culture. Commentators such as historian (and prominent 

member of the Romanian Liberal Party) Andrei Muraru were adamant in properly defining this 

ideology and often used the term “neo-fascist” to describe the organization and its messages, 

and, rhetorically, to showcase its lineage to the old far-right movements in Romania. 25 Together 

with other historians, journalists and politicians, Muraru has spearheaded a discussion about 

 
22 Ibid. 
23 See Oliver Jens Schmitt, Corneliu Zelea Codreanu Ascensiunea și căderea „Căpitanului”, Wilhelm Tauwinkl 

transl. (Bucharest: Humanitas, 2017). 
24 Tatiana Niculescu, Mistica Rugăciunii și a Revolverului (Bucharest: Humanitas, 2017). 
25 A.V.D. ”Deputat PNL: AUR este „o grupare de factură neofascistă”, Digi24, June 2021, Bucharest. 

https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/actualitate/politica/deputat-pnl-aur-este-o-grupare-de-factura-neofascista-1520755.  

Last accessed December 5, 2021. 

https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/actualitate/politica/deputat-pnl-aur-este-o-grupare-de-factura-neofascista-1520755
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the far-right tendencies of this group. The memorial background of that is still revolving around 

the responsibility for the Holocaust, primarily of the Jewish population, of the Antonescu 

regime.26 However a broader consideration of the movement’s ideology, racism, and eugenics 

– widespread discourses at the time- is mostly absent.27 Readings such as Muraru’s have been 

challenged, however, by a vocal group of journalists and historians who consider it historically 

inaccurate to apply the label of fascism to the Romanian context and unsuitable to define local 

dynamics.28 It echoes a long-standing discourse in Romanian historiography, perpetuated, for 

instance by Dan Berindei, a well-known conservative historian, who emphasized that the Iron 

Guard could not really be integrated into a transnational “fascist” context since the movement 

was solely the result of local dynamics.29 Historian Marius Oprea, a prominent advocate of 

memorial retributions, lamented the lack of “incisive debates” on the history of far-right 

movements or their pull regionally or nationally.30 The lack of an appropriate language has 

consequently weighted down the Romanian memorial culture of victims of the far-right 

movements (primarily the Iron Guard movement), the racism and discrimination towards 

certain groups (for instance the Roma) and the wider ideological rationale of its political 

violence. 

In a region like Central and Eastern Europe, where antifascism was co-opted as an 

ideological narrative by leftist authoritarianism and was instrumental in the consolidation of 

 
26 Michael Shafir, “Unacademic Academics”; Alexandru Florian ed., Holocaust Public Memory in Postcommunist 

Romania, especially “Memory under Construction: Introductory Remarks” (Bloomington: University of Indiana 

Press, 2018); Mihai I. Poliec, The Holocaust in the Romanian Borderlands: The Arc of Civilian Complicity 

(London: Routledge, 2019), 78-82; Mihai Dinu Gheorghiu, “The Iaşi Pogrom in Curzio Malaparte’s Kaputt: 

Between History and Fiction”, in Valentina Glajar and Jeanine Teodorescu eds., Local History, Transnational 

Memory in the Romanian Holocaust (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 47–57. 
27 I refer primarily to cultural debates, cultural artifacts that shape and define cultural and political production in 

Romania. Otherwise, this is an academic debate, mostly entertained by Maria Bucur, Viorel Achim, Roland Clark 

and others. 
28 RFI, https://www.rfi.ro/politica-141208-alexandru-muraru-aur-scos-afara-lege.  
29 Raul Cîrstocea, “Between Europeanisation and Local Legacies: Holocaust Memory and Contemporary Anti-

Semitism in Romania”, East European Politics and Societies and Cultures, 35 (2) 2021, 313–335.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325420906201,. 
30 Marius Oprea, “Marius Oprea: Cei Mai Tari Din Europa", Mediafax, May 19, 2020, 

https://www.mediafax.ro/editorialistii/comentariu-marius-oprea-cei-mai-tari-din-europa-arestarea-legionarilor-

in-1948-e-la-noi-zi-nationala-19148962. Last accessed June 5, 2021. 

https://www.rfi.ro/politica-141208-alexandru-muraru-aur-scos-afara-lege
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325420906201,
https://www.mediafax.ro/editorialistii/comentariu-marius-oprea-cei-mai-tari-din-europa-arestarea-legionarilor-in-1948-e-la-noi-zi-nationala-19148962
https://www.mediafax.ro/editorialistii/comentariu-marius-oprea-cei-mai-tari-din-europa-arestarea-legionarilor-in-1948-e-la-noi-zi-nationala-19148962
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communist regimes, this term still polarizes discussion and does not engender widespread 

reflection.31 The distrust and indeed reluctance to consider “antifascism” to be anything but a 

Soviet propaganda narrative for “popular” democracy meant that the opposition to the right was 

not really a factor in democratic activism.32 In fact, antifascism has been overshadowed by the 

political debates about democracy that followed the Second World War everywhere in 

Europe33, and condemning or dealing with the far-right history lost its urgency after the 1960s, 

as historian Jay Winter argues.34 It lost its relevance for definitions of democracy with the 

advancement of the Cold War.35 It was a Cold War position that emphasized repression of 

religion and of individual enterprise that often de-ideologized the right-wing alternatives. The 

insistence on freedom and sovereignty, through anticommunism, has been the key to this 

dynamic.36 For instance, the Legion of the Archangel Michael and the Iron Guard’s Orthodox 

nationalism have superseded the racism, homogeneity and masculinity imagery perpetuated by 

the movement.37 For Central and Eastern Europe, anticommunism, rather than antifascism, 

 
31 Griffin, “Studying Fascism”, 1–17; Michael Rothberg and Neil Levi, “Memory Studies in a Moment of Danger”, 

Memory Studies, 11, 3(2018), 355-367. https://doi.org/10.1177/1750698018771868. 
32 Tomasz Rawski, “The Decline of Antifascism: The Memory Struggle over May 1945 in the Polish Parliament 

(1995–2015). East European Politics and Societies,”, 33(4) 2019, 917-940. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325419831354. 
33 In the 1950s, fascism was approached cautiously, only so far as it stabilized Western Christian Democracy, and 

debates over fascism were generally envisaged as a benchmark for definitions of democracy, and historiography 

adopted this perspective immediately after the Second World War, according to Mark Mazower, “Fascism and 

Democracy Today: What Use Is the Study of History in the Current Crisis?”, European Law Journal, 22, 3 (2016), 

375-385. https://doi.org/10.1111/eulj.12176 
34 Jay Winter, “Human Rights and European Remembrance” in Aleksandr Etkind, ed., Memory and Theory in 

Eastern Europe (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 43–58; See also Hugo García, Mercedes Yusta, Xavier 

Tabet and Cristina Clímaco, “Beyond Revisionism: Rethinking Antifascism in the Twenty-First Century”, in Hugo 

García, Mercedes Yusta, Xavier Tabet and Cristina Clímaco, eds., Rethinking Antifascism: History, Memory and 

Politics, 1922 to the Present (New York: Berghahn Books, 2016), 2-19. 
35 García, Yusta, Tabet, and Clímaco, “Beyond Revisionism”, 36-39. Furthermore, the life of the far right in 

postwar Europe continued to blur political lines, as the reassembling of the right in the 1950s, under the leadership 

of the Italian Social Movement (the MSI) brought together far-right extremists who had been ousted from countries 

in Western Europe and Eastern European emigres alike, many coming from far-right circles, were there to prove 

their anticommunist credentials. See Jean-Yves Camus, Nicolas Lebourg, Far-Right Politics in Europe 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2017), 23–36. 
36 Garcia, Yusta, Tabet, Antifascism, 18-20. 
37 Clark, Holy Legionary Youth, 5-12.  

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1750698018771868
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325419831354
https://doi.org/10.1111/eulj.12176
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spurred a fight for democracy, and usages of “fascism” or “antifascism” have consistently 

emerged as outdated in Romania.38 

Starting from this unease in fleshing out far-right connotations, the current chapter 

explores the background memorial culture that led to the normalization of the language of the 

radical right. It argues this has been driven by silences prompted by an impoverished debate on 

democratic practice triggered by a very “scripted” narrative of liberal democracy in the 1990s, 

at its turn determined by a sentiment of crisis- as an ideation rather than practice. Specifically, 

it looks at how ideas of citizens, individuality and society came about in the Romanian political 

context of the 1990s described in the previous chapter, and how these bolstered a legitimacy of 

the far-right and silencing of its perils. As Codreanu articulated in his vision statement: “Our 

programme? We wish to change everything from the ground up. The total rebirth of the country. 

On the ruins of the old, diseased, impotent, and unjust State one has to elevate the citizen”39, 

and this radicalness of change was generally appealing after the political transition of 1989. 

This “sovereigntist” reading, which takes the historical far-right to stand for oppositional and 

anti-establishment sentiment, rather than an anti-Semitic or xenophobic orientation, has led to 

misused histories and lost interpretations of political actions. To chapter 1, the present analysis 

adds the landscape of the early roots of the far-right in the 1990s, legitimized by 

anticommunism, and shows how important notions of liberal theory – such as civil society – 

were uncritically tied in with notions of community that relied on far-right constellations. 

Specifically, it explains how silencing supported this process.  

My approach is in line with scholarly contributions drawing a link between far-right 

ideology and the inception of civil society, such as Dylan Riley’s Civic Basis of Fascism in 

Europe, who points out that the Romanian Iron Guard movement was the first to inspire ideas 

 
38 Jože Pirjevec, Egon Pelikan and Sabrina P. Ramet eds., Anti-fascism in European History (Vienna: Central 

University European Press, 2023), 1-15. 
39 Corneliu Zelea Codreanu, qtd. in Valentin Săndulescu, „Fascism and Its Quest for the New Man”, Studia 

Hebraica, (4) 2004, 349 – 361, 355. 
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of solidarity in the interwar period and the creation of civil society in the country.40 He 

concludes that because “the tension between the fascist movement and the fascist regime that 

eventually consolidated in Romania was much greater than in either Italy or Spain”, the Iron 

Guard maintained an image of reformers, of identitarians for the simple (lower) classes, against 

a political spectrum which was increasingly elitist and in crisis.41 From that start, they professed 

affinities with the Italian and the French far-right and Nazism, from which they borrowed a 

philosophy of collectivity.42 The exclusions, discrimination and nationalism of the movement 

were less relevant than the image of a progressive speaker of truth to power.43  

After discussing how such imaginations of civil society re-emerged in the 1990s, 

connected to an imaginary of democracy immediately after dictatorship that needed to be 

radical and had little space for negotiation, trial and error and ideological reconsiderations, the 

analysis moves on to show that collective memory practices since have worked by avoiding 

questions of ideology, of specific political beliefs, and by deferring questions of responsibility 

or historical justice to the general interest in the consolidation of the state. 44 Three cases (in the 

late 2010s) explain how the legacy of the far-right and potentially enduring exclusionary 

discourses are absolved because of a defensive interpretation of democracy. In the recent 

debates about the political allegiances of Mihail Sebastian, the author’s chronicle of interwar 

anti-Semitism challenges a cultural “myth” of the “liberal” interwar period and is consequently 

minimized and denied in different modalities. For instance, commentators continue to deny 

anti-Semitism and also reflect critically on Jewish “assimilation” as a rather pragmatic question 

 
40 Dylan Riley, The Civic Foundations of Fascism in Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 

2-14. 
41 Clark, “Images of Crisis”, 198-200. 
42 Ibidem, 201. 
43  Simone Chambers, Jeffrey Kopstein, “Bad Civil Society”, Political Theory, 29, (6), 2001, 837-865. 
44 See Carole Pateman, Participation and Democratic Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1970/2014), 1-21; Uday Mehta, Liberalism and Empire: A Study in Nineteenth-Century British Liberal Thought 

(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1999), 5-18; Abigail Green and Simon Sullami, eds., Jews, Liberalism, 

Antisemitism: A Global History (London: Palgrave, 2020), 1-20; Helena Rosenblatt, The Lost History of 

Liberalism: From Ancient Rome to the Twenty-First Century (New Jersey: Princeton University Press 2018), 34-
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of winning state sovereignty after 1918.45 The Cold War anticommunism further aggravated 

this perspective as the biography of Valerian Trifa, a former World War II criminal, 

demonstrates a sense of persecution of the Iron Guard. Finally, the chapter discusses the erasure 

of the antifascist interwar histories of the International Brigades in Spain.  

 

2. Narratives of the Far Right and the Imaginary of the Citizen 

 

It was in the political mindset of the early 1990s, described in the previous chapter, that 

debates about the far-right social movements and far-right authoritarianism emerged. 

Discussions were consumed by the conversation around the role of civil society after regime 

change, subsumed to the post-dictatorship context, debating what civil society could look like 

in a changed rapport between citizen and state (no longer oppressive) and a sense of the debt of 

the state to the citizen in demands of justice.46 Furthermore, there was a commonsense 

understanding that the past 60 years of dictatorship had caused irreparable damage to the 

societal fabric: as journalist Florin Mărculescu argued, communism affected basic human 

behaviour, the trust in both state and peers, a stolen identity and interrupted progress.47  

Much of the liberal theory of the 1990s, especially in Eastern European transition 

narratives, emphasized the idea of a civil society backing the democratic process.48 Yet, in 

1990s Romania, notions of civil society were generally more radical than that. As writer HR 

Patapievici intimidated, the identity of the citizen was that of a survivor (of authoritarianism) 

and a political actor continuously critical and skeptical of the new establishment. 49 The citizen, 

 
45 William Brustein and Ryan King, “Anti-Semitism in Europe Before the Holocaust”, International Political 

Science Review, 25, 1 (2004), 35–53. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0192512104038166. 
46 Take for instance an article by Sergiu Mixar “Societatea civila este sublimă dar lipsește cu desăvârșire”, Radical, 

May 10, 1999, 5.  
47 Florin Mărculescu, “De la Dictatură la Democratură”, Cotidianul, April 16, 1993. 
48 Watson, “The Legacy of Communism”, 11-20. 
49 HR Patapievici, Omul Recent (Bucharest: Humanitas, 1997) 
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if anything, was the one who seemed to be the only actor apt to continue the political change of 

1989 (already tainted by the unsatisfactory dynamics of the 1990s) and the imaginary of the 

citizen fighting for “democracy” against a state still suspected of authoritarianism was the main 

angle that shaped questions of “democracy”. Mainstream democratic theory argues that civil 

society enjoys a symbiotic nature with the state, and it helps stabilize the democratic process, 

while also holding it accountable.50 Civil society is the essence of participation, independent 

from state structures. In the Romanian context, this interaction was less than harmonious, 

participation was limited and fraught, and the state perpetuated its authoritarian ways, despite 

a narrative arguing the very opposite. 

Romanian public debate often rallied around the idea that a stronger, more functional 

state would be one defined by the triumph of the citizen.51 There was a sense that the 

architecture of the change initiated in 1989 by citizens had to reach its completion in the reform 

and modernization of the state. In a way, the debates in Romania were the very definition of the 

idea that the importance of the state was in its “availability, circulation, and the exchange of 

hope” as anthropologist Ghassan Hage argues.52 A “’modern’ state was the basis of a wealthy 

civilization founded on capitalism in which general concern for human well-being can flourish” 

according to Talal Asad”.53 Modern, here, was the key to the debates: the state coming out of 

communism was outdated (and also “corrupt”) – and in need of radical action or change. 

Conversely, the “strong” state did not necessarily fully rhyme with the type of 

democracy envisaged, which was a goal worthwhile pursuing only if citizens could control this 

process. There was a distinctive appetite for participatory democracy, against elective 

 
50 Gideon Baker, “Civil Society and Democracy: The Gap between Theory and Possibility”. Politics, 18(2), 81-

87.https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9256.00064. 
51 The Democratic Convention, the main opposition political party to NSF, used notions of “strong state” in their 

political programs and documents. 
52 Ghassan Hage, Against Paranoid Nationalism: Searching for Hope in a Shrinking Society (Sydney: Pluto Press 

Australia, 2003), 31. 
53 Talal Asad, "Reflections on violence, law and humanitarianism", Critical Inquiry, 41, (2), 2015, 390-427, 392.  

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9256.00064


100 

 

processes, but at the same time public opinion was weary when ideas about rights, equality 

were too pronounced, because they resembled the rhetoric of the previous regime. As described 

in the previous chapter, a popular slogan even among the political inheritors of the previous 

regime, employed by both the social democrats (NSF) and the Liberal Party was that democracy 

should not have been “imported” Still, it should stem from a “national awakening” that would 

also lead to re-evaluations of community, were equally legitimate. 54 Democracy was a deeply 

identitarian concern that had to do with national character and a form of justice that granted a 

role both to citizens and the state in the national “re-awakening”. 

 These notions of radical change of the state and “wounded” identities of the citizen 

created a conflation between “culture” and politics in public discourse, which I define by 

returning to Wendy Brown’s notions of the culturalization of politics, discussed in the previous 

chapter. She argues this type of outlook engenders a (neoliberal) politics devoid of 

(problematic) histories and social and economic conditions and attributes political processes to 

a question of “culture” that is immovable and exalted character.55 While imbuing politics with 

radically identitarian concerns, it is a type of moralization of politics, of finding restorative 

dimensions of the political space not through actions but figurations of identity. For instance, 

the renewal narrative was fuelled by the argument that communism was an attack on a 

homogenous [Romanian] community, which has a strong cultural dimension and was easily 

exploited by far-right groups who claimed some legitimacy.56 Similarly, in this attention to an 

identitarian streak in politics, images of a strong state could entertain visions of democracy, 

specifically because of the involvement of citizens in this very process of redefinition, and these 

could bring emancipatory, rather than authoritarian, inflexions to the state. 

 
54 Paul Blokker, “Post-Communist Modernization, Transition Studies, and Diversity in Europe”, Paper for the 

CEU-EUI Annual Conferences on Intercultural Dialogue in History: Europe Through Culture, Budapest, June 2-

3, 2010. http://apps.eui.eu/Personal/Researchers/pblokker/CEUEUI.pdf.  
55 Supported also by Ban, “Beyond Anticommunism”.  
56 Liliana Popescu, Lucian Vesalon “They all are the red plague”: anti-communism and the Romanian radical right 

populists, East European Politics, 39, (1) 2023,150-169, DOI: 10.1080/21599165.2022.2086862 
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It was in this context in which political parties flirted with “culturalization” that re-

interpretations of the Iron Guard and of the far-right views emerged in the 1990s. Overall, Iron 

Guard's members resurfaced as legitimate political figures with anticommunist credentials, 

useful in the 1990s quest for a new democracy.57 Many of those returning to the country were 

vocal in public debate and enjoyed visibility and enjoyed respect as former opponents of the 

regime. Tellingly, in the 1990s in Declaraţia Mişcării Legionare (Declaration of the Legionary 

Movement), the organization criticized Ion Iliescu’s pursuit of power because he was not the 

“legitimate leader of the people”.58 They objected to the attitude of the NSF which criminalized 

the far-right parties, from 1991, arguing there was a double standard concerning the communist 

party, still allowed. The New Christian Romania, founded in 1992 by Mircea Nicolau (himself 

a member of the movement and an active mobilizer of members who were still alive in the 

1990s) and led by Romania's Iron Guard leader at that point, Șerban Suru defended the brief 

trial and execution of Nicolae and Elena Ceaușescu because “had it not been for this 

revolutionary killing, the Romanian people would have paid with thousands of lives for the 

national resurrection”.59 The Christian-Democrat Union, bringing together many former 

political prisoners, including some members of the Guard, was involved in the contestation of 

the type of democracy emerging in the 1990s.  

Mișcarea Pentru România (The Movement for Romania) was an organization vocal and 

active in the political disenchantment of the 1990s and co-opted former sympathizers of the far-

right movement who, after years in exile as anticommunists, were shapers of the 1990s 

democratic space. These individuals often fashioned themselves as victims of Antonescu or 

“anticommunist” exiles in the “West” and ostensibly involved in the “modernization” needed 

in the 1990s. Traian Golea, for instance, was invited by a number of cultural institutions to 

 
57 Lixeanu, “Mișcarea Legionară în Comunism”.  
58 Declarația Mișcării Legionare, 1990, http://miscarea.net/declaratia-miscarii-legionare_.htm. Last accessed June 
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discuss the position of those exiled in relation to the new change of regime. A new political 

party, the Party for the Homeland (Partidul Pentru Patrie, later Partidul Totul pentru Țară) 

emerged in this same context.  

A new politics of memory followed suit in this “culturalization of politics”, specifically 

when it came to the rehabilitation of flagship far-right figures like Marshal Ion Antonescu. 

During his 1991 commemoration in Parliament, members of Parliament emphasized his 

heroism and the brave compromises he made to prevent a Nazi invasion.60 This narrative came 

to support the idea of state integrity defended by the Antonescu government. Historians Adrian 

Cioflâncă, Denis Deletant, and Michael Shafir have discussed the paradoxical politics of the 

memory of Antonescu, where the 1980s reverence towards the “national”, “personal” regime 

cultivated in last decade of the Ceaușeșcu regime for its own brand of nationalism continued in 

the 1990s.61 The strategies of justifying Antonescu’s actions as upholding a strong statehood 

minimized the intentions and consequences of the territorial expulsions and aggressive politics 

towards minorities.62 Consequently, Antonescu’s myth fit many political narratives of the 

1990s, from the immediate political interest in “patriotism” to the populist narratives about 

national “roots”, given his military persona and humble beginnings.  

Anticommunist credentials also calibrated strategies of defending Antonescu, 

specifically to argue that the 1944-1946 trial of Antonescu and his collaborators, “The Trial of 

the National Treason”, had been a “political” purge trial and therefore farcical.63 There were 

organizations with right-wing (nationalist) credentials, such as the Party of Romanian National 

 
60 Shafir, “Unacademic Academics”, 1–23, Alexandru Climescu, “Law, Justice, and Holocaust Memory in 
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Legacies”, 320-323. 
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63 Executed after a show trial in 1945-1946, Antonescu was a revered figure for his anti-Russian stance during the 
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Unity or The Greater Romania Party, which argued that Antonescu had been a political victim 

of the “illegitimate” political age dictated by “foreign”, Russian, interests. Founded by Iosif 

Constantin Drăgan (1917-2008), a former Iron Guard sympathizer, the organization played a 

crucial role in upholding the myth of Antonescu as the victim of an unlawful trial, itself the 

symbol of a “usurpation” of the legal system by communists. 64 There were others, like the Pro 

Marshal Antonescu League, that were explicitly interested in his authoritarian-military image 

in the context of the 1990s that had a certain degree of militarism following the string of 

governmental repressions of 1989-1993. 

Although scholars and the liberal opposition were already warning against Holocaust 

denial as a breach of free expression in relation to Antonescu, the Iron Guard was rarely cited 

in the 1990s memorial debate as a problematic actor. In the words of an officer in the Antonescu 

regime, Traian Borcescu, the organization’s intrinsic value rested in its intention to maintain 

the integrity of the State: “I hit against two strong political movements: legionary and 

communist. Both tried to infiltrate the army, which meant a great deal of hardship for the Army 

and our Armed forces.”65 By revisiting Antonescu as a pillar of the strong state, the perspective 

on the Iron Guard was often of a ‘radical’ nationalist group, rather than a xenophobic or racist 

project.66  

As biographies and voices of ‘anticommunists’ were in high demand in the 1990s, some 

members of the movement passed inconspicuously as voices of resistance and repression. For 

instance, Virgil Ogoranu (the protagonist of the movie discussed previously) also publicly 

testified about his resistance.67 In the 1990s, the image of Antonescu 68, the Iron Guard and the 

 
64 Ibid., 33. 
65 “Din cauza ca ma lovisem de doua curente foarte puternice, cel legionar si cel comunist ... amindoua cautau sa 

patrunda in rindurile unitatilor militare, ceea ce aducea un prejudiciu prestigiului armatei si unitatilor noastre 

militare.” (Traian Borcescu Ro C269, Arhivele SRR, Radio România).  
66 Alexandru Climescu, “Law, Justice, and Holocaust Memory”, 60-61.  
67 See for instance Ion-Gavrilă Ogoranu, Brazii se frâng dar nu se îndoiesc (Timișoara: Editura Marineasa, 1993). 
68 Cosmin Sebastian Cercel, “Judging the Conducător: Fascism, Communism, and Legal Discontinuity in Post-

War Romania”, in Belavusau and Gliszczyńska-Grabias, Law and Memory, 228–245. 
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writings of Horia Sima seemed to be a heritage retrieved from the clutches of “antinationalist 

communism”.69 Indeed, it was not only the memory of the Iron Guard’s violent suppression by 

the Antonescu government that lent the organization a distinct victimhood status.70 For instance, 

the prison of Pitești, which operated until 1951 in the utmost secrecy and employed extreme 

levels of violence, was run primarily by guards of Iron Guard extraction, such as Eugen 

Ţurcanu, for instance, and was a symbol of communist oppression.71 Today, the Pitești 

memorial has been embroiled in a number of controversies where survivors who had 

sympathized or were members of the Iron Guard were presented as martyrs.72 The war and post-

war history also allowed for this happen. First, Horia Sima regrouped many members regrouped 

in Germany, where the organization was tolerated by Hitler and granted asylum in the Third 

Reich, as they fled the Antonescu government’s retaliation following the 1941 events.73 

However, Reichsführer Henrich Himmler was the one adamant that the organization, although 

it boosted its ideological support of the SS ideology and the Romanian alliance with Nazi 

Germany, had no place in the Reich because of its volatility.74 Many left Germany for Spain, 

where they continued to peddle an anticommunist narrative. At the same time, those who stayed 
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in Romania were demonized by the Gheorghe Gheorghiu Dej regime in the decade after 1948-

1949, so that by the 1950s amnesties, many initial members had perished. During the late 

nationalism of the 1970s and the 1980s, the official discourses on the Guard subsided.75 Despite 

its transnational history, because the Iron Guard continued to be portrayed as an Eastern 

European and Romanian phenomenon, it was never fully integrated into the transnational 

history of the far right, which strengthened the narrative about its relative innocence. 

Consequently, the leader of the Iron Guard in 2015, Şerban Suru, continues to argue that the 

organization was never a copycat fascist or national-socialist movement, but had independent 

roots.76  

Like other far-right movements in the region, the Iron Guard was also never counted as 

a perpetrator during the Nuremberg trials, since the Allies avoided engaging local movements 

in Central and Eastern Europe, in the Soviet sphere of influence.77 The USSR was interested in 

controlling the pursuit of justice in Eastern Europe and keeping it separate from international 

legal pursuits. In the territories under its control, the focus was on the reconstruction and 

stabilization of the state communist order, instead of potentially risking a difficult conversation 

about perpetrators which could also turn to the crimes of the Left during the war.78 The Soviets 

conducted a thorough antifascist campaign of trials all through Eastern Europe, determined 

primarily by the project of political consolidation of the new “popular democracies”.79 Romania 

(and Yugoslavia) had the most comprehensive juridical queries into local perpetrators during 

the Second World War, most of them members of the Iron Guard (Romania) and the Ustaše 

(Croatia).80 These pursuits were symbols of the rejuvenation brought by the new communist 
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order and, as purges, have contributed to the history of abuses of the regime in the 1950s and 

discredited their contribution to postwar justice in the region. 

As already mentioned, Suru’s opinion was shared by a generation of local historians, 

who continued to reject the fascist character of the movement.81 Intellectuals such as Iosif 

Constantin Dragan, using the reformism and radicalism of their modernization claims, saw 

potential in these memorial symbols in the 1990s to re-legitimize the Iron Guard.82 That it 

challenged much of the monarchy's corporatist order and the “corrupt” politics of the 

government continues to be the most recognizable allure of the Iron Guard.83 This also emerged 

from testimonies and memories of those involved with the Guard, which were widely available 

and circulating in the 1990s. One former member, Dumitru Lungu, argued: 

What attracted me to the Legionary movement was its doctrine. I knew one thing, that 

you went in it as a person, and had to exit it as a hero, and not momentary hero, as those 

fighting on the front, no! You were a hero who had to fight himself and had to do 

everything possible to be a better person! For me, the Legionary movement was not a 

political struggle, it was a school, an extraordinary school where I found people so pure 

and beautiful beyond my wildest imagination. 84  

 

These interpretations were not far off from the idea of achieving collective well-being, 

as progress towards democracy and modernization demanded a community of enterprising 

subjects able to withstand the political transformation. In this sense, the Iron Guard's heroic 

memory blended in seamlessly with past histories where the “state” had been a progressive 

force because it encouraged values of solidarity and individual perseverance. It brought back 
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images of “Romanianness” as a radical, self-sacrificial patriotism that had emerged between 

1920 and 1933. Elevating the citizen was attainable through personal industriousness in the 

vision of the Iron Guard, and its members encouraged manual work and participation regardless 

of class.85  

The narrative of radical change on which the democracy of the 1990s relied was 

susceptible to the Iron Guard's image as a distinct anti-corruption movement (and in general 

against social decay or degeneration).86 For instance, in his testimony, Aurel Popa, a member 

of the movement, conveys a belief in patriotic renewal when arguing “even the brothers of the 

cross came to mix the Legionary movement with the Romanian nation, because it was the most 

fateful part of the national symbol”.87 He also references an active resistance against a state 

often portrayed as morally bankrupt by the Iron Guard's propaganda, which was the only 

alternative to this “corruption”88. This was still credible in the 1990s, when the general debate 

echoed the same feeling. The ideas that the fabric of the nation had been affected by 

communism fixated on a decrepit state coming out of communist dictatorship, the plundering 

of state resources by new capitalist actors emerging in the 1990s and in general the discontent 

with a capitalist class that was former party Communist party members that seemed to prey of 

the new affordances of capitalism.89  

Fittingly, in 1992, Horia Sima who survived the war and lived in Madrid after 1946, 

published here the book L’Ordre Naturel du Monde. Christianisme. Nationalisme. Démocratie 
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in which he argued the state after 1989 was facing a catastrophe similar to 1945, when 

communism emerged in Eastern Europe.90 Christianity, nationalism and democracy were his 

credo and the first two elements are integrated into the very principles of the functioning of the 

state; democracy, he argues, is “intrinsic and organic in the existence of the people”.91 

Democracy, he contended, was to be preferred to totalitarian or authoritarian regimes. These 

messages echoed discourses coming from the NSF Party discussed in chapter 1, which built a 

discourse around the need for a new community and a more popular type of democracy.92 The 

context of the 1930s carried a civic dimension that blended in with the generalized conflictual 

environment of the 1990s maintained by the Social Democrats. The role of past organizations 

such as the Iron Guard as a direct representative of the will of the people, amidst a deep social 

conflict between the Left, the Right and in general conservative mainstream politics, thus neatly 

resonated with the NSF’s discourse of the 1990s.93  

The context of the 1990s, the economic and political crisis, and much of the street 

protests and political violence happening in early 1990 (discussed in chapter 5) also shaped a 

benevolent discourse towards the right. There were parallels in discourse that were hard to miss, 

for instance, according to the Codreanu and the Legion, the country’s degeneration into crisis 

owed more to the corporatist interwar system than to communism94. In fact, the support of the 

Guard for the early communist movements, in 1933, was defined by ideas that the financial 

crisis threatened all social classes because of an “unjust state”. In 1991, a former member of 

 
90 Horia Sima, L’Ordre Naturel du Monde. Christianisme. Nationalisme. Démocratie (Madrid, 1992), 76. 
91 Ibid. 
92 See chapter 1. 
93 Kristen Ghodsee, The Left Side of History: World War II and the Unfulfilled Promise of Communism in Eastern 

Europe (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2015), 63-68.; Dick Howard, "The Anti-Totalitarian Left between 

Morality and Politics", in Dirk Moses, Warren Breckman and Peter Gordon eds., The Modernist Imagination (New 

York: Berghahn Books, 2010), 331–346. 
94 See Victor Rizescu, “Corporatism in Interwar Romania: Overlapping Sources and Competing Varieties”, 

Journal of Constitutional History, 42(2), 2021, 117-131. 
https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/bitstream/handle/document/76620/ssoar-gstocon-2021-2-rizescu-

Corporatism_in_Interwar_Romania_Overlapping.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y&lnkname=ssoar-gstocon-

2021-2-rizescu-Corporatism_in_Interwar_Romania_Overlapping.pdf.   

https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/bitstream/handle/document/76620/ssoar-gstocon-2021-2-rizescu-Corporatism_in_Interwar_Romania_Overlapping.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y&lnkname=ssoar-gstocon-2021-2-rizescu-Corporatism_in_Interwar_Romania_Overlapping.pdf
https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/bitstream/handle/document/76620/ssoar-gstocon-2021-2-rizescu-Corporatism_in_Interwar_Romania_Overlapping.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y&lnkname=ssoar-gstocon-2021-2-rizescu-Corporatism_in_Interwar_Romania_Overlapping.pdf
https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/bitstream/handle/document/76620/ssoar-gstocon-2021-2-rizescu-Corporatism_in_Interwar_Romania_Overlapping.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y&lnkname=ssoar-gstocon-2021-2-rizescu-Corporatism_in_Interwar_Romania_Overlapping.pdf
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the Iron Guard, Constantin Teja, explains people’s loyalty to the movement by pointing to its 

stand on “economic justice”:  

All the while, the Legionary movement used to state the following: the worker had to be paid 

well and had to be a shareholder in the entreprise where he works and then he will work 

willingly, because his stakes also grow....The advantage was that trade in the Legionary way 

was affordable. Because we settled with very little. The Jews, on the other hand... 95 

According to Codreanu, only a socially conscious “new man”, loyal to what Codreanu 

argued in Parliament in 1935 are the ideals of the movement - “the ethnonational state, based 

on the primacy of national culture, on the primacy of family and the principle of working 

corporations”96 - could solve it. With the appetite for identity and freedom narratives, which 

abounded in political discourses in the 1990s as an expression of leaving totalitarianism behind, 

such principles were appealing. Religion also had an important dimension of autonomy, after a 

long atheist dictatorship, which further helped legitimize the far-right’s Orthodox dimension.  

The memory activism of the 1990s was driven by a desire for radical democracy, and 

one tailored to the urban, youth elite. Back then, this radical image of resistance and purification 

of politics conveyed a collective ethos, belonging to a communitarian and equally 

“developmental” social project.97 The abundance, progress and community spirit that 

contradicted the “underdevelopment” and a sense of persecution and loss caused by the 

communist period translated almost seamlessly into a blatant disregard of anti-Semitism and 

xenophobia of the Iron Guard in memory politics.98 Rather, the ideas the self-representation 

 
95 “Pe câtă vreme Mişcarea legionară spunea aşa: muncitorul să fie plătit ca lumea şi să fie şi acţionar la 

întreprinderea unde lucrează şi atunci va munci cu drag, pentru că acolo cresc şi acţiunile lui... Avantajul era că în 

comerţul legionar erau preţurile mici. Pentru că ne mulţumeam cu puţin. Pe câtă vreme evreii   …” Interview 

Constantin Teja, B 13332, interviewer Octavian Silvestru, Interview January 1992, Oral History Archives, the 

Romanian National Radio Broadcasting Company. 
96 Quoted in Săndulescu, “Fascism and its Quest for the 'New Man:'”. Corneliu Zelea Codreanu and the patriotic 

idea about modernization found an echo in the 1990s debate about civil society in the wake of 1989. See also 

Roland Clark, “The Salience of “New Man” Rhetoric in Romanian Fascist Movements, 1922–44”, in Jorge 

Dagnino, Matthew Feldman, and Paul Stocker eds., The New Man in Radical Right Ideology and Practice, 1919-

1945 (London: Bloomsbury Academic 2018), 275-294. 
97 Constantin Papanace, Stilul Legionar de Luptă (Bucharest: Lucman, 2004). Codreanu was also wary of 

condemning socialism. They equally shared the wrath of the Siguranța (the generic name for the secret police 

services in the Kingdom of Romania), as opponents of the state.  
98 The fact that communism threatened this development had been a transnational narrative, which inevitably 

reproduces Nazi propaganda on the topic after the war and too much of the debate about the collaboration of the 
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incorporated elements of “popular Orthodoxy”,99 martyrdom and “purity. In contrast, racist 

narratives infiltrated the political and social debate and easily slipped through. Indeed, the ideal 

political architecture for Codreanu did not include other ethnic minorities – and the Jewish 

community was virulently singled out – to create a (Romanian) new man embodying the model 

provided by the Iron Guard.100 (it is important to recall here that the Iron Guard was not only 

complicit in the plundering and confiscations of property but also participated actively in the 

killings of members of the Jewish community between 1933 and 1941).  

In effect, the racial dimension was attached to anticommunism, specifically one that 

meant a rejection of an “Eastern” character, Slavic character, and old right-wing adages 

resonated with this 1990s mindset.101 For instance, the Guard's boasted a modernizing drive 

that would eliminate a form of backwardness associated with the Slavic heritage. For those 

lamenting in the 1990s that communism had destroyed the “national” community, and that the 

collectivist political dimension was an interruption of “interwar capitalism”102, this narrative 

was useful. Both the Iron Guard and the Antonescu regime in fact insisted on the ‘latinité’, the 

Latin character, of the nation, in opposition to Romania’s Slavic neighbours.103 This discourse 

backed a general civilizational dimension of modernization of the 1990s that fuelled much of 

the racist undertones of reform, European orientation and Western-centric political and 

economic ideas that shaped the Romanian debates of the 1990s.104 There was a wariness of 

“foreigners”, at the time, especially those who criticized the fragile dimension of the country, 

 
state, economically for instance. The paradoxical image of the Jew standing alone against the forces of 

development, during the early years of the Cold War, a central one that found its legitimation in both the “resistance 

during the Third Reich and the lesson of the face of the enemy”. See S. Jonathan Wiesen, “Overcoming Nazism" in 

Central European History, 29, (2), 1996, 201–26.  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/4546593. 
99 Haynes, “'A New Greater Romania’?”. 
100 Ion Moța, Protocoalele Ințelepților Sionului (Cluj: Vicovia, 2012). 
101 Constantin Iordachi, “God’s Chosen Warriors: Romantic Palingenesis, Militarism and Fascism in Modern 

Romania", in Constantin Iordachi, ed., Comparative Fascist Studies: New Perspectives (London: Routledge: 

2009), 316-357, 350.  
102 Orenstein , Bugarič, “Work, Family, Fatherland”. 
103 For the importance of Latiné for the Antonescu regime, see Pace si război (1940-1944)- Jurnalul maresalului 

Ion Antonescu, Gheorghe Buzatu ed. (Iași: Casa Editorială Demiurg Plus, 2008), 231, 244. 
104 Muller, “Modernising Eastern Europe”. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/4546593
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or who questioned the particular angle of patriotism and self-sacrifice.105 Indeed, in this context, 

the culture-politics conflation manifested in the way debates about political gains or perceived 

drawbacks quickly escalated to “national character” and “essence of the nation”. Their racial 

connotations were never discussed.106.  

Memories of its anti-Semitism, anti-Gypsyism and extremism associated with the far-

right were thus conveniently silenced. Ostensibly directed against Antonescu, the 1941 pogrom 

on the streets of Bucharest, which resulted in the looting of Jewish property and the killings of 

Jews, was rarely commemorated, with several events emerging since the 2010s to mark 

histories of violence against the community before, during and after the war.107 Bucharest’s 

Jewish neighbourhood, then home to almost 5,000 people, was burned and pillaged for three 

days. One hundred twenty-five people died; some were tortured and executed on the outskirts 

of the city.108  The Iași pogrom has been commemorated only since the 2010s with a plaque. 

Other massacres during the Second World War, which were primarily the blame of the 

Romanian Army, such the 30th of June in Galați, continue to be blankspots.109 

The anti-communist perspective created overt simplifications in terms of memory that 

resonated with the general “vindictive” democracy of the 1990s which also simplified political 

 
105 Rebecca Ann Haynes, “‘A New Greater Romania’? Romanian Claims to the Serbian Banat in 1941”, Central 

Europe, 3, 2 (2005), 99–120. https://doi.org/10.1179/147909605x69374. 
106 The regional element of the Iron Guard is essential for an understanding of the popularity and the enduring pull 

of the movement. It shared much of the extreme nationalism, agrarian values, simultaneously anticommunist and 

anticapitalist of the Hungarian Arrow Cross and the Ukrainian OUN. Szalasi’s Arrow Cross was transformed in 

1935 into a political party, but its origins lay in the right-wing groups that were the advocates of “national 

socialism”, and admirers of pro-German extremists such as Gyula Gömbös, but advocated independence from 

Austro-Hungary. See Andrea Pető, The Women of the Arrow Cross. Invisible Hungarian Perpetrators in the 

Second World War (London: Palgrave, 2020), 5-18. The Hungarian Turanist fascism or Hungarianism of Ferenc 

Szálasi, that upheld the values of the peasantry and isolation and insularity, and implicitly Anti-semitism, are also 

relevant. See Michał Kowalczyk, “Hungarian Turanism. From the Birth of the Ideology to Modernity – an Outline 

of the Problem”, Historia i Polityka 20, 27 (2017), 49. https://doi.org/10.12775/hip.2017.011. 
107 The victims were the scapegoats for both sides in the Iron Guard and the Antonescu government’s fight for 

power. See F. Brunea-Fox, Orașul Măcelului: Jurnalul Rebeliunei și Crimelor Legionare: Fapte, Mărturii, 

Documente Fotografice (Bucharest: Luceafărul, 1944), 45-56. 
108 Adrian Cioflânca, “Erasing Memory, the Destruction of the Old Jewish Cemeteries in Bucharest and Iasi during 

the Ion Antonescu Regime”, Revista de Istorie a Evreilor Din România 1, 16 (2016), 332. 
109 The pogrom in Galați was committed by the Romanian Army against Jewish refugees from Bessarabia taking 

refuge in Romania. 
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debates. The Iron Guard had argued parties must be obliged not to make promises they cannot 

keep. It requested that untrustworthy politicians be imprisoned – a call that resonated with those 

who felt unrepresented by the political options in the 1990s. A deep dissatisfaction with the 

early democratic politics triggered sympathy for the Iron Guard in the 1990s.110 In youth and 

many intellectual circles, Corneliu Zelea Codreanu was often presented as an anti-establishment 

hero, and not a political leader of the far- right. Ideas of the Guard were taken over by student 

movements in the 1990, and on banners or in projects of youth NGOs in the 2000s. His image 

continues to be a rather benign invocation of industriousness and establishment sentiment. The 

situation is similar, for instance, with leaders of the OUN and the Stepan Bandera cult in 

Ukraine or the re-evaluation of the Ustasha Leader Ante Pavelić, in Yugoslavia.111 Yet, 

following sociologist Dylan Riley’s argument that the “civic undertones” of the far-right and 

fascist movements in Italy, Spain and Romania were those that have made them endure as 

“plausible inflexions of democracy”, this silencing of memory can be explained further.112 

Codreanu’s movement developed in “the political vacuum left by the failure of Romania’s 

parties to carry out a democratic project”, and thus the appeal of the movement has endured 

much longer than fascism, argues Riley.113   

These were all dimensions of an undercurrent memory culture that focuses on the 

rejuvenation of democracy in the 1990s, and in general the notion of renewal of the polity 

which, in turn, has had a strong effect of silencing debates on the potential perils of the far-

right.  For instance, in 2016, the Romanian Social Democrat Party, whose political message is 

often sovereigntist, used an extensive campaign around the term “parallel state” to suggest the 

 
110 Rusu, “The Sacralisation of Martyric Death”, 249–73; Valentin Săndulescu, “Generation, Regeneration, and 

Discourses of Identity in the Intellectual Foundations of Romanian Fascism: The Case of the Axa Group”, in Maria 

Mishkova, Dulf Jalava, and Balázs Trencsényi, eds., ‘Regimes of Historicity’ in Southeastern and Northern 

Europe, 1890-1945 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 220-220. 
111 See Mark Biondich, “‘We Were Defending the State’: Nationalism, Myth, and Memory in Twentieth-Century 

Croatia”, in John Lampe and Mark Mazower eds., Ideology and National Identities (Budapest: Central University 

Press, 2013), 54-109. 
112 Dylan Riley, The Civic Foundations of Fascism , 5–12.  
113 Ibid., 19.  
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presence of nefarious forces, not as opposition but as a destabilizing power, effectively 

constructing a convenient political enemy.114 Presumably, enduring infrastructures of 

repression, such as the Security Police, as well as various pre-1989 state organizations 

continued to damage Romanian liberal democracy from within. The narratives emerging in the 

partisan press at the time were overtly conservative, with debates about the “right” type of 

family values and carried explicitly racial undertones. The usage of the term “parallel-state” 

sparked debates at the time, and the media was quick to associate it with usual authoritarianism 

attributed to this group, but as an imported notion. The press and local critics attributed the 

concept of the “parallel state” to a type of contrived authoritarianism inspired by the “parallel 

state” narrative used by Recep Erdogan since 2014. 115 Using this concept, Erdogan similarly 

pointed to a nefarious (liberal) organization that worked to undermine the state.116 Some 

journalists looked for the parallels in the 1970s American iteration of a “deep state”, also 

popular in the American alt-right, to describe alternative power structures like the CIA and 

financial actors: in the Romanian context, attributed to shadow representatives of past 

“totalitarian communism” aiming to dismantle the “rightful state” of the liberal law, the 

Constitution and popular vote.117 However the comments and reception of the issue ignored the 

local roots of these authoritarian narratives that bring together morals, the state and a “healthy” 

democracy.118  That liberal alternative was expressively embodied by the right, where factions 

 
114 DC News Team, ‘Cine sau ce este statul paralel?’, 2017. https://www.dcnews.ro/cine-sau-ce-este-statul-

paralel_567225.html. Last accessed February 11, 2020. 
115 BBC News, “Turkey's Erdogan battles 'parallel state'”, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-30492348.  
116 Piotr Zalewski, “Erdogan Turns on Gulenists’ ‘Parallel State’ in Battle for Power”, Financial Times, 2014. Last 

accessed April 23, 2019. Ironically, they were invoking the Czech dissident Vaclav Benda’s concept of a “parallel 

society” in communist Eastern Europe as the opposition, while they were insisting on a hidden collusion between 

past democrats and the EU. See Václav Benda, Milan Simecka, Ivan M Jirous, Jiri Dienstbier, Havel Václav , 

Ladislav Hejdnek and Jan Simsa, “Parallel Polis, or an Independent Society in Central and Eastern Europe: An 

Inquiry”, Social Research, 55 (1988), 211–46. https://www.jstor.org/stable/40970497. 
117 VM, ‘Tăriceanu: Statul Paralel Ne Pune La Încercare Chiar Și Curajul’, www.hotnews.ro, 2018. 

https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-politic-22513572-riceanu-statul-paralel-pune-ncercare-chiar-curajul.htm.  

Last accessed February 15, 2020. 
118 Liz Fekete, Racism and the Rise of the Right (London: Verso Books, 2019), 3-15. 
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were not shy in using the same narratives about “reformism” or “development”. There was little 

reflection on the points where these converged easily.  

In the following three sections, I reflect on more recent debates of memory that operate 

with the same ‘culturalization of politics’ leading to a culture of silence of Romania’s historical 

far-right. 

3. The Shame of Anti-Semitism 

 

The narrative of the rejuvenation of democracy and “national reawakening” came not only 

with selective narratives about the political right, but it also brushed off xenophobic or anti-

Semitic sentiments that questioned rose-tinted perspectives on the Romanian interwar period. 

The reading of the age as a “cosmopolitan” moment dismantled by “communism”, has had 

many iterations, one of those since the early 1990s being the fascist and antisemitic inclinations 

of many Romanian interwar intellectuals, more prominently Emil Cioran and Mircea Eliade.119 

Beyond the cultural space, such inclinations were also present in the political sphere. As Pieter 

Judson outlined, especially for the successor states of the 19th century empires, liberalism was 

one of the sources of anti-Semitism, as the focus on the state and reaching a majoritarian 

consensus closed the space of representation for minority groups.120 This was particularly 

relevant in Romania, where the Romanian Liberal Party maintained and even enforced 

conditions of disenfranchisement of the Jewish community.121 Specifically, “they aimed at 

limiting Jews’ newly won political rights, social integration, and economic activities”, in their 

 
119 Bruce Lincoln, Secrets, Lies and Consequences (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2024), 8-35. 
120 Pieter Judson, Exclusive Revolutionaries Liberal Politics, Social Experience, and National Identity in the 

Austrian Empire, 1848-1914 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1996), 35-40. 
121 Lisa Leff, “Liberalism and Antisemitism: A Reassessment from the Peripheries”. In: Green, A., Levis Sullam, 

S. (eds) Jews, Liberalism, Antisemitism (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-

48240-4, 2.  
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quest to secure an independent state.122 However, the Liberal Party in the interwar period still 

enjoys a revered status of tolerant victim of the communist takeover. 

The intricacies and the pitfalls of this narrative of a liberal, cosmopolitan “golden age”, 

defined against what followed, were again laid bare in 2016, in a slightly different, at least more 

Holocaust-aware, context. Upon the first translation into English of Mihail Sebastian’s 1934 

novel De două mii de ani (For Two Thousand Years), debates emerged around the Romanian 

experience of the rising pre-war anti-Semitism in Europe. Mihail Sebastian (1907-1945) was a 

popular and widely read interwar writer and journalist of Jewish extraction, and one of the 

controversial aspects of his work in Romania has been his claims that the appeal of the far right 

was not exceptional in Romanian interwar society. Sebastian’s diary challenged the liberal-

cosmopolitan narrative, in the mid-1990s, when his accounts of the sympathies for the far right 

of close friends, including Mircea Eliade, Nae Ionescu, and Emil Cioran sparked a fierce debate 

about the “betrayal” of national values.123 His commentaries showed the ease with which far-

right politics and ideas spread in the political and intellectual environment of the time. He was 

blamed, however, for a spiteful and anti-Romanian attitude against a canon of national cultural 

elites.124 The diary alone opened the debate about anti-Semitism, by showing its extent in the 

past and by making evident similar attitudes in the present.125  The reception, at the time, focused 

exclusively on the “staining” of Romanian values by minimizing the immensity of the 

experience of Soviet occupation.126  

 
122 Ibid., 4. 
123 All prominent intellectuals at the time, who, despite their diverse preoccupations, were favourable to and even 

convinced by the regeneration spirit of the Iron Guard. See Livezeanu, “Romania’s Cultural Wars”, 5-10. 
124 About the re-nationalization of Mircea Eliade after 1989, see Florin Țurcanu, Mircea Eliade. Prizonierul Istoriei 

(Bucharest: Humanitas Publishing, 2000).  
125 The diary from 1935 to 1944 was smuggled to Israel in the 1950s by his brother Benu and published in 1996 

where it caused an outcry. See Denise Rosenthal, “‘The Mythical Jew’: Antisemitism, Intellectuals, and 

Democracy in Post-Communist Romania”, Nationalities Papers, 29, 3 (2001), 419–39. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00905990120073681.  
126 In 1995, a similar case was that of the translation into Romanian of Kaputt, written by far-right-leaning Italian 

author Curzio Malaparte. It was controversial not because of the author, but because the book was a clear account 

of the participation of the Romanian Army in the 1941 Iaşi Pogrom. See Gheorghiu, “The Iaşi Pogrom, 47–57. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00905990120073681
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 De două mii de ani presented an equally scathing image of Romanian “democracy” in 

the 1930s.127 The book depicted the violence against Jewish students and pointed to fast-rising 

anti-Semitism and growing authoritarianism in the 1920s, in opposition to which there were 

very few critical voices. It details the sacrifices and humiliations caused by the racial laws 

implemented gradually from 1924 onwards, the gradual embrace of political right-wing views 

and the normalization of anti-Semitic sentiments. In the years that followed the publication of 

the diary, his disclosures have been often revisited. For the most part, Sebastian’s work was 

incorporated into an extensive canon of testimonies by survivors of the Holocaust, as a Jewish 

voice, that testified to the problematic interwar democracy, but that very interpretative lens 

opened long-standing conflicts. A debate started around 2007, when literary critic Marta Petreu 

reinvestigated the interwar cultural history that Sebastian’s diary had depicted. In her later book, 

she argued that Sebastian’s status as a victim of “anti-Semitism” had been a hurried “invention” 

because his political writings had shown “a decidedly antidemocrat collectivist, antiliberal, pro-

fascist” tone.128  The issue of Sebastian’s “betrayal” of the Jewish community and his political 

writings, argued Petreu, should all be reinvestigated.  

Sebastian’s prominence in cultural circles made him be regarded as one of the stalwarts 

of interwar modernism, even during the communist regime. Consequently, Sebastian’s literary 

career had placed him in a preferential witness position, with regard to the growing debate on 

the Holocaust, at the expense of other diaries which circulated in the 1990s with little impact, 

such as Eva Heyman’s account of her deportation to Auschwitz, where she died in 1944, or 

even those of Romanians of Jewish origins who lived under communist rule.129 Poet Maria 

 
127 Mihail Sebastian, For Two Thousand Years, transl. by Philip Ó Ceallaigh (London: Penguin Books, 2016).  
128 Interview Marta Petreu – Ovidiu Șimonca, “Figura lui Sebastian a fost mistificată cu premeditare” 

Observatorul Cultural (Bucharest: 2009), Marta Petreu, Diavolul și Ucenicul Său: Nae Ionescu – Mihail Sebastian 

(Iași: Polirom Publishing House, 2009), 5-18.  
129 Eva Heyman was born and grew up in Oradea, a city on the border between Romania and Hungary. She was 

deported to Auschwitz and died in October 1944, age 13. Her diary was salvaged from deportation and was first 

published in 1964 by Yad Vashem. She paints a brutal picture of the deportations from Transylvania. See Agnes 

Zsolt eds, Éva Heyman, The Diary of Éva Heyman (New York: Shapolsky Publishers, 1988), Introduction, 9-12. 
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Bănuş published her diary in 1977130, while the diplomat Raoul Bossy published excerpts of 

his Jewish experience during communism, and the figure of humanitarian worker Eugen Relgis 

became of interest in the late 1980s.131 F. Brunea-Fox, one of the keen chroniclers of interwar 

cosmopolitanism and inequality, and segregation of the Jewish community, also wrote Orașul 

Măcelului (The City of Slaughter) a unique first hand-account of the 1941 Bucharest pogrom.132 

These were all turning points that also showed the barriers and challenges of discussing 

antisemitism, yet these books and their authors do not have a lingering memorial trace in 

intellectual debates on the Jewish community in Romania. 

Ripples of that debate around Sebastian’s visibility were noticeable in 2016, when 

reviews in international publications such as The Guardian welcomed the translation of the 

book as a fresh look at the “rise of Nazism” at a time when analogies were invoked to 

understand the crisis of European democracy.133 Back home, Sebastian’s own position in 

Romanian society came to be fiercely debated, and his assimilation was questioned. Sebastian’s 

position as a critic of interwar democracy came under scrutiny on account of his anarchic 

intellectual trajectory. His articles were frequently published in Cuvântul, a newspaper favoured 

by the Iron Guard, without harbouring any sympathy for the movement.134 He later published 

in the left-leaning România Liberă newspaper, again without noticeably adhering to the “left”. 

The debate around 2016 specifically targeted these contradictory political positions and his lack 

of activism “for” democracy. He was “an eternally undecided individual between the left and 

 
130 Maria Bănuș, Sub camuflaj. Jurnal 1943-1944, Bucharest (Cartea Românească, 1977). Also mentioned in 

Ionescu, Jewish Resistance, 77. 
131 Journalist and writer born in Iași, active in the modernist Jewish circles before and after the First World War. 

Prominent critical voice in the interwar period, he relocated to Latin America when the persecution of Jews in 

Romania reached its peak. During and after the war he was active in humanitarian European circles, where he 

contributed to the field with several publications. See Ionescu, Jewish Resistance to ‘Romanianization, 145. 
132 Reporter, journalist and translator Filip Brauner, prominent in the interwar period primarily for his pieces in 

the (Jewish) magazine Adam and for his close collaboration with the Sociology school of Dimitrie Gusti and with 

photographer Iosif Berman. See F. Brunea-Fox, Reportajele mele. 1927-1938 (Bucharest: Albatros, 1977). 
133 Paul Bailey, “‘I Am Ashamed to Be Sad’: The Remarkable Story of a Jewish Student in 1920s Romania”, The 

Guardian (16 March 2016). https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/mar/19/mihail-sebastian-two-thousand-

years-nazism-europe. Last accessed May 21, 2022. 
134 Mihai Iovănel, Evreul Improbabil. Mihail Sebastian: O Monografie Ideologică (Bucharest: Cartea Românească, 
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the right”, argued one journalist. Furthermore, Sebastian’s unwillingness to condemn 

communism, the 2016 article seems to suggest, meant he must have been harbouring secret 

sympathies for the communists.135  

These recent arguments ended up contesting Sebastian’s “Jewishness” by repeating 

arguments formulated back in 1934, when For 2000 Years came out as a self-contradictory 

piece. Sebastian included a preface with distinctly anti-Semitic tones written by philosopher 

Nae Ionescu, a well-known writer and academic and Sebastian’s former mentor. Like many 

other prominent intellectuals, Ionescu had become fiercely anti-Semitic by the end of the 

1930s.136 His beliefs are apparent in the foreword to Sebastian’s book:  

If Jews suffer today, they suffer because they are Jews. They will stop being Jews the day 

they stop suffering, and they will only be able to get rid of the suffering when they will not 

be Jews. This is a terrible fatality against which there is nothing to be done...But, Christians 

suffer too.137  

Opting to keep that preface exposed Sebastian’s book to a fierce debate about his 

position on the Jewish “cause” at the time. In the pages of the Jewish monthly magazine 

‘Adam’, writer Isac Ludo argued that “for years he was deaf to the Israeli blood….When he 

does, he takes the side of an enemy of the Jewish people, against the Jewish people.”138 The 

respectable philosopher Mircea Vulcănescu, otherwise sympathetic to the Iron Guard, argued 

that Sebastian had split with the Jewish community to “melt into the Romanian group”. To him, 

he was the epitome of self-denial, and “considered the objectives (of the Jewish group)” only 

in passing and “talked about democracy, communism, Christian Orthodoxy, fascism, corporate 

revolution”.139 Indeed, Sebastian himself noticed that the (de facto) assimilated position of the 

 
135 Medeea Stan, “Mihail Sebastian, În Epocă: Evreul Chibzuit, Legionar Şi Comunist”, Adevărul, November 5, 

2016,  
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1_581b4b4f5ab6550cb82d4599/index.html. Last accessed May 1, 2019. 
136 Moshe Idel, “A Controversy over a Preface: Mihail Sebastian and Nae Ionescu”, Modern Judaism, 35, (1) 2015, 

42–65. https://doi.org/10.1093/mj/kju023.  
137 Mihail Sebastian, După 2000 de Ani, Preface Nae Ionescu. 

138 I. Ludo, “Un Ovreiu Cumsecade În Ghiarele Moralei Judaice”, Adam (Bucharest, March 1934). BCUB, BU P 

II 99, vol. 33.  
139 Mircea Vulcănescu, Nae Ionescu, Așa cum l-am Cunoscut (Bucharest: Humanitas Publishing, 1992), 15. 
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https://adevarul.ro/cultura/carti/stigmatele-mihail-sebastian-evreul-chibzuit-legionar-comunist-1_581b4b4f5ab6550cb82d4599/index.html
https://doi.org/10.1093/mj/kju023


119 

 

Jew, a “double identity”, was more suspicious than a more traditional role. In 1935, in his 

reaction to the entire scandal about the book, he points out this was about a normative 

Jewishness.140  

In 2016, Sebastian was still portrayed as an intellectual unwilling to share the Jewish 

community's plight, despite the fact that he himself acknowledged his own controversial status 

and opted to practise it. These contradictions led to a public questioning of his position as a 

Jewish victim and credibility as a witness. How could a legitimate Jewish victim not take 

political sides? The general perspective in the literature and memorial politics of the Holocaust 

is that a voice for the Jewish community needed to be that of a victim, and perhaps also be an 

outsider, as historian Jay Winter argues141 It is worth pointing out that the portrayal of Sebastian 

as a canon of modernist interwar culture has often worked in tandem with an imaginary origin 

of democracy attributed to interwar cosmopolitanism.142 His lack of identification with his 

Jewish roots made him less controversial. But, in this case, that lack of engagement was turned 

into an argument that avoided the question of antisemitism altogether but avoided any further 

political interpretation of his book. 

Arguably, the recent controversy happened because, with his first-hand account, 

Sebastian suggested that anti-Semitism and authoritarianism developed within, and not against, 

the “liberal” interwar “golden age”. The issues of Jewishness in interwar liberal circles were 

rarely clear-cut, citizenship rights for the Jewish community were limited, and they were still 

considered “foreign” to the nation.143 In a recent publication, historians Raul Cârstocea and Éva 

Kovács point out how, for much of the interwar period, anti-Semitism was a “cultural code of 

 
140 He argued it was becoming impossible not to affirm allegiance and Zionist beliefs. Indeed, Sebastian’s critiques 

were silenced by his deportation to Transnistria and the Second World War. Sebastian died in 1945 in Bucharest, 

having “exchanged” Transnistria for forced labour in Bucharest, but he remained somewhat controversial in the 

eyes of the Romanian Jewish community. He wrote about it himself in How I became a Hooligan. 
141 Jay Winter, “The “moral witness” and the two world wars”, Ethnologie française, 3, (37), 2007, 467-474. DOI 

: 10.3917/ethn.073.0467. URL: https://www.cairn.info/revue-ethnologie-francaise-2007-3-page-467.html.  
142 Livezeanu, “Romanian Culture Wars”, 7. 
143 See Diana Dumitru, The State, Antisemitism, and Collaboration in the Holocaust: The Borderlands of Romania 

and the Soviet Union (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 53-60. 
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aristocracy and the upper-middle classes”144, easily turning into the type of virulent 

antisemitism pointing to conspiracies. Anti-Semitism was attached to a cultural narrative of 

modernization and political advancement of the interwar period, specifically by suggesting it 

was a way of keeping at bay religion (Orthodox Judaism) and communism. Rather than being 

a quest for co-habitation, the purpose of allowing the assimilation of the Jewish community was 

the stabilization of the post-First World War political system, as an “assimilationist social 

contract”.145 

Back in the 1990s, Sebastian’s work was among the first to open the debate about the 

implication of the public exculpation of the Holocaust and a rising cult of Antonescu after six 

decades of communism.146 The observations that Sebastian makes in relation to anti-Semitism 

and the exclusions that members of the Jewish community experienced, found little echo in a 

“politics of avoidance” of the Holocaust, which, according to historian Alexandru Florian has 

shaped Romanian debates: 

The perpetrators of the Holocaust had always been cast as members of the “fascist 

dictatorship.” This was a strategy to deny the Holocaust in Romania by pointing toward 

another perpetrator rather than the real, historical one: the Romanian government led by Ion 

Antonescu between 1940 and 1944.147  

However, it was also this perspective on the perpetrator, focusing on the authoritarian 

leader, that did not do justice to the complexity of anti-Semitism and occluded its many facets. 

It constructed an exculpatory sphere of debate on anti-Semitism, that has been either attached 

to the Left or to the exceptional regime of Antonescu.  

The recent debate, and the old arguments it picks up, not only suggests that anti-

Semitism persists, but that perspectives on democracy and specifically a certain teleological 

 
144 Raul Cârstocea and Éva Kovács, eds., Modern Antisemitisms in the Peripheries, Europe and Its Colonies 1880–

1945 (Vienna: New Academic Press, 2019), 15.  
145 Ibid, 12. 
146 Florian, “Introductory Remarks: Memory under Construction”, 18; Shafir, “Uncritical Intellectuals”, 9. 
147 Alexandru Florian, Holocaust Public Memory in Postcommunist Romania Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 2018, 12. 



121 

 

historical imaginary of liberal democracy contributes to a lack of debate on the topic. The 

controversy surrounding the publication of the second edition of De Două mii de ani indicates 

a difficulty in addressing darker sides of interwar cosmopolitan perspective, or contradictions. 

These recent dynamics show how the externalization of meanings of anti-Semitism happens as 

commentators make continuous efforts to attribute it to something else (communism, political 

indecision). The novelist Philip Ó’Ceallaigh, the translator of the English edition of Sebastian’s 

novel, described this as a silence in which “we are so used to seeing fascism, Nazism, and 

racism represented in popular culture, especially in TV and film, in terms of people filled with 

hatred. It’s easier to consign the phenomenon to sadists and psychopaths than to acknowledge 

that terrible things were done by intellectuals and moralists.”148 It speaks partly to the dynamic 

of the history of the Holocaust in the peripheries of Europe, which rarely developed on the basis 

of a debate based on ideological lines, but rather around the notion of a normative cultural 

purpose (often ‘Europeanist’). Furthermore, the real dimension of, or reasons for, upholding 

“antifascism” are diminished, as Jelena Subotić argues when she says: 

By de-legitimizing communism, post-communist states have also removed anti-fascist 

resistance from the core memory of the Holocaust which has allowed for a retrieval and 

ideological normalisation of fascist ideological movements in the present.149 

There is a certain “shame” of acknowledging the endurance and the myriad of ways in which 

antisemitism continues to manifest, in this case, triggered by a book that disclosed its very 

complexities. 

The debate revisited the idea that anti-Semitism still belonged to socialism or blamed it 

on the authoritarianism of communism. Missing, in these debates about the afterlife of 

Sebastian’s writings, is the attention towards the different antisemitism of the Cold War 
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practised by the communist regimes, where the violence and discrimination against the Jewish 

community - and their expulsion by the communist regimes – was purportedly caused by the 

Jewish community’s inability to adapt and integrate. As a transnational narrative of the 1960s 

and 1970s, it grounded the second expulsions of Jewish members from the Communist Parties 

in the region, especially in Poland, Czechoslovakia and Romania.150 It drew upon several 

overlapping silences which converge in a type of left-wing anti-Semitism, where Jews are to 

blame for anti-Semitism.151 One could argue that this denial of Jewishness continues the Cold 

War perspective on the Zionism debate, which the communist authorities were claiming was 

designed to bring down the socialist order.152 By taking this as an issue associated with 

communism, time and again, instances of anti-Semitism were conveniently scripted as foreign 

to the fabric of Romanian society.  

Indeed, members of the Jewish community were accepted in the first years of the 

postwar decade. Miriam Korber Bercovici, a survivor of the Transnistria repression, remembers 

the emphasis on reconstruction by the communist authorities which included those who had 

survived the Holocaust. She argues that the incentives for reconstruction after the war prompted 

many survivors, especially those who made it out from Transnistria against all odds, to join the 

Party.153 Miriam Sabovici, who survived in Birkenau in one of the work battalions, argues that 

for many in Romania joining the party was a way of protection against being deported to Siberia 

or an alternative to fighting for the Red Army.154 But Sabovici also speaks about the purge of 

 
150 For Poland and a comparative analysis in the region, see Anat Plocker, The Expulsion of Jews from Communist 
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the Jews that helped stabilize the regime in 1946 and then again in 1957-1958. In 1949, the 

notes of a member of the Jewish community looking to leave read differently:  

All the lies that people like Pauker and Chisinovschi utter have unleashed a violent 

antisemitism which did not exist even during the Iron Guard. Jews do not want to be 

massacred again; they want to save themselves before the day of revenge. Why aren’t there 

any more ships able to take their wealth earned with so much work?155 

Several documents of the Jewish Democratic Committee (JDC), the organization that 

replaced the pre-war Jewish Council with a socialist-aligned version of this institution, show 

that it encountered problems in trying to integrate those who had returned from the camps. In 

1951, the organization counted about 50,000 Jews returned, of which 40,000 came from the 

camps in Transnistria and from Buchenwald.156 The organisation's efforts to push for equality 

and integration were initially supported by the authorities, primarily because of the huge exodus 

from the country that did not match the ambitions of fraternity within the nation.157 But the 

documents kept by the organization depict the disappointment with the politics of reassigning 

lost jobs or even housing to those who had been affected by the wartime Romanianization 

policy. The JDC was concerned about the “chauvinist elements inside the Jewish 

community”158 but also the question of citizenship, since many Jews, including veterans, “still 

struggle to get citizenship”.159 In the 1950s, there were rumours that for the Danube-Black Sea 

 
155 “Toate minciunile pe care împrăștie oameni ca Pauker și Chisinovschi au declanșat un antisemitism violent care 

nu exista nici măcar în timpul Gărzii de Fier. Evreii nu vor să fie masacrați din nou; ei vor să se salveze înainte de 

ziua răzbunării. De ce nu există suficiente nave pe care să își ia averea câștigată cu atâta muncă?” “Letter”, 14/1949, 

Fond Documentar (henceforth FD), Arhivele Consiliului Securității (henceforth CNSAS), 
156 Jean Ancel explains the difficulty in having these exact numbers, especially since many were not of Romanian 

origin. See Jean Ancel, “The New Jewish Invasion” - The Return of the Survivors from Transnistria” in David 

Bankier (ed.) The Jews are Coming Back: The Return of the Jews to their Countries of Origin after WWII (New 

York: Berghahn Books, 2005.), 231-256; 231-233. 
157 Holian, Between National Socialism and Soviet Communism,117. 
158 “Notă Informativă, June 10”, Comitetul Democrat Evreiesc, no. inv. 2782, 35/1951, reel 1375, frame 840, 

SANIC, Bucharest. 
159 “Notă Informativă, December 15”, Comitetul Democrat Evreiesc, no. inv. 2782, reel 1375, frame 703, SANIC, 
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channel, a hard labour colony, the first prisoners would be Jews due to “unhealthy origin”.160 

Jews were also slowly removed from any administrative positions within party institutions.161  

 The documents of the JDC also suggest a deep distrust inside the community itself 

when asking for prosecution of the Iaşi pogrom “and those who have infiltrated in the ranks of 

the communist cause”.162 Postwar documents provide a record of anti-Semitism, for instance 

against Rabbi Adler of the city of Turda, who was “disliked because of public expressions” of 

criticism.163 Indeed, attitudes towards anti-Semitism were ambivalent after 1945. In between 

the lines, the reports of the JDC argued that people should be allowed to emigrate according to 

their wishes. 164 At the same time, it implies the awareness that those desires contravene the 

postwar reconstruction work that the regime had to carry out. In parallel to the reconstruction 

process, however, the Siguranța documents depict the surveillance and harassment to which 

Jews were subjected. Those attempting to flee the country received severe punishments, and 

some were killed as they were trying to escape.165  

4. Transnational Victimhood  

 

In the previous section I have shown how the memory politics defensive of democracy 

tends to neutralize meaningful debates about the presence of antisemitism. This is not only a 

question pertinent to the 1990s, but also more contemporary. In this section, I move from the 

national to the transnational, and from the interwar to the Cold War, to examine how memory 

narratives on the far-right existing today are also determined by Cold War visions of 
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democracy, which were instrumental in calibrating the postwar history of the far right and its 

ambivalent memory. Perhaps more familiar is the way in which, after the Second World War, 

the far right held a valuable potential of propaganda for the antifascist credentials of the Soviet 

Union.166 However, their anticommunist credentials were also attractive for Atlanticist 

narratives, and often led to a complex reputation of the members of the Iron Guard during the 

Cold War. After the Second World War, the transnational history and memory of the Romanian 

far-right shows how the Cold War visions of democracy also contributed to specific silences in 

the last three decades. 

The Iron Guard enjoyed a contradictory status during the communist regime. The 

postwar trials, that is the tribunals in Bucharest and Cluj (1945-1947), did not help unveil the 

complexity of the movement. These tribunals were presided over by a communist leader, 

Alexandru Voitinovici167 but conducted as people’s tribunals, not by legal professionals.168 

They were concerned with the unlawful war against the Soviet Union; the terror unleashed 

against workers and peasants, the ‘German colonisation of Romania’, the economic disaster, 

the massacres, the deportations and the campaign of ‘Romanianization’, operating under the 

guise of a de facto colonization.169 Conversely, in an “antifascist” angle, crimes against the 

Jewish population were narrowed down to “collaborationism” (the official wording of the 

trials), rather than a distinctly anti-Semitic act. The Minister of Foreign Affairs until 1945, 

Grigore Niculescu Buzești, argued that “the problem of collaborating with the enemy is not 

under question here. Our issue is political responsibility, and we must frame it in our 
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constitutional regime”.170 The pursuit of justice was consequently selective and driven by 

political reasoning, and the communist authorities did not target the Iron Guard any more than 

the former liberal elite. For instance, Emil Pușcasiu, one of the defendants in the Bucharest 

trials who was sentenced to eight years for war crimes, argued that the main culprits behind the 

Sighici massacre in Transnistria in 1944, were not only favoured by the prosecutor but that he 

had also ignored their notorious Iron Guard affiliations.171 He makes the same claim about a 

military officer, imprisoned at the time in Aiud but who kept attempting to recruit new members 

for the Iron Guard in prison.172  

Nevertheless, between 1944 and 1950, the Iron Guard's remnants, especially those who 

volunteered to fight against the new communist regime were targeted by the Communist 

Siguranță, detained in common law prisons and in difficult conditions.173 Some, like Ogoranu, 

discussed in the beginning of this chapter, joined the scattered “anticommunist resistance” and 

lived in hiding, with an imminent death sentence set in 1951.174  For much of the Cold War, he 

enjoyed prominence in Western media, as a critic of the regime, so much so that, when finally 

imprisoned in the 1970s, the international pressure on the Ceaușescu regime secured his 

freedom.175 At the same time, the Cold War ideological rivalry was something that provided 

legitimacy and cohesion to those who had fled Romania. For instance, Traian Popescu's 

testimony recalls Corneliu Andrei Decebal, a former inmate at Buchenwald, who in 1947 told 
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the others that the focus should be on keeping the pressure on the new communist government 

to be able to intervene in the open Russian-US confrontation.176  

Indeed, the Cold War dynamic shaped the memory of the Romanian far-right, as the 

case of Valerian Trifa, one the most notorious former fascist political activists living on US 

soil, shows. The Siguranța of the Antonescu regime identified this former Iron Guard member 

as one of the prominent Orthodox priests who supported the anti-Jewish actions in 1941 and as 

one of the perpetrators.177 He was part of the group that was detained in Buchenwald, where he 

broke with the faction of Horia Sima. Thanks to his position in the clergy, he took refuge in the 

US through the Displaced Persons Immigration Law in 1950, also with the help of the Catholic 

Church.178 One year later, he was the bishop of the Romanian Orthodox Church in America.  

Like many other far-right perpetrators and Nazi collaborators, he became a topic of 

international dispute as histories of war crimes started emerging by the end of the 1960s.179 His 

role as a perpetrator never made it into a very public debate, although Trifa’s involvement in 

the military insurrection is confirmed in his CIA file.180 The same source shows he had been 

under the close watch of the exiled Jewish community in the US, who knew of his past in 

Romania.181 During his visit to the US in 1957, Moses Rosen182, the new Chief Rabbi of a 

severely reduced Romanian Jewish community, launched several attacks on the support the 
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American government gave Trifa.183 In an unusual move for the Romanian press at the time, 

Rosen’s claims were criticized as a “misfortune caused to the mother country”.184 In Trifa’s 

case, accusations of war crimes posed a challenge to American foreign policy toward 

dictatorship regimes like that of Nicolae Ceauşescu. 

In the 1960s, Trifa was actively investigated by Dr. Charles Kremer, a Romanian-born 

American physician, who had emigrated from Romania in 1919 due to anti-Semitism. Kremer 

was known at the time for leading a long public campaign against Trawnikis Tserim Soobzokov 

and Mykola Kowalchuk.185 His revelations about the actions of many former Eastern European 

refugees were as crucial as those of Simon Wiesenthal, with whom he worked closely during 

the Cold War.186 His activities of identifying and trying to bring to trial former fascist 

sympathizers were widely covered in the US press in the 1950s and 1960s. Archives of the CIA, 

however, show that prosecuting Trifa was not a priority. One report notes: “It is the source’s 

opinion that the attack against Bishop Trifa is not only being used by the Romanian government 

but is a Jewish conspiracy”.187 This conservative perspective within the CIA shows the rift 

around the Jewish pursuit for justice at the beginning of the Cold War. The CIA suspected him 

of connections with the Romanian Intelligence Service in the 1970s, effectively meaning that 

bringing Trifa to trial was met with suspicion both on the grounds of the Jewish organizations' 
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involvement and the concern that such actions could seem to support the Securitate's (Romanian 

Intelligence Service) agenda.188 

The case against Trifa reached the US Department of Justice only in 1975.189 He denied 

any participation in violent actions during the 1940-1941 period, and the pogrom in Bucharest. 

To the annoyance of American Jewish organizations, the case never went further. Extradition 

and facing the Romanian courts of justice were perceived as a direct infringement of human 

rights. Although he gave up his citizenship in 1980, Trifa never explained his position further 

than the generalized antisemitism of the time.190 By 1982, the case was internationally 

problematic: he reached Switzerland, whose government also suggested any extradition would 

be refused.191 He died in Portugal while the deportation process was still ongoing. Kremer said 

he was relieved that Trifa was no longer in the United States. “At least the United States got rid 

of a man who poisoned the minds of many people”, and who “maligned American 

democracy.”192  

The case of Trifa shows how the entanglements of anticommunist opposition with war 

perpetrators during the Cold War further limited the debate on the far right. In the early 1990s 

and since, the case of Trifa has been discussed in Romania in relation to his involvement with 

the Securitate. The fact that he had been closely followed by the Securitate abroad became the 

main focus and overshadowed his own wartime history. The explicit connection of the 

Securitate with the head of the Orthodox clergy in the United States has been in general taken 
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as a deceit by the Secret Services and a way of delegitimizing his position.193 Despite his 

controversial reputation, in Romania Trifa has been often invoked by the Orthodox Church and 

by many other admirers.194  

5. The Spanish Civil War 

 

The other implication of the restrictive notion of democracy has also affected the 

remembrance and the heritage of other crucial historical events, such as the Spanish Civil War. 

Approximately 2000 Romanians participated in this conflict, which was a microcosm of the 

conflict between and left and the right in the interwar period. At the outbreak of the Spanish 

Civil War, thousands of fighters from both the Iron Guard and the communist movement in 

Romania (like from many other countries in the region) travelled to Spain to fight.195 They were 

an attraction of sorts in Central and Eastern Europe, due to their heroism and political 

participation, and faced different outcomes. 196 Olga Bancic, for instance, a communist fighter 

from Bessarabia, of Jewish origin, was popular as a symbol of antifascist women’s resistance. 

Bancic connected with forces of the Third International at the time and joined the Spanish 

brigades. She was arrested in 1943 for her activities for the French Communist Party and was 

killed in the Stuttgart Nazi prison.197 As an antifascist hero, she was one of the central historical 

symbols in the regime's propaganda until the end of the 1960s. On the other side of the political 

spectrum, Ion Moţa and Vasile Marin, two prominent members of the Iron Guard died in 1937 
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and when the bodies were repatriated and occasioned an outpouring of public grief on the streets 

of Bucharest. 198 Apart from these quasi- familiar names, the memory of the Spanish Civil War 

and its Romanian participants are largely absent, however, as a 2018 incident made evident.  

In January of that year, near the Spanish village of Majadahonda,199 the commemoration 

of two Romanian foreign fighters killed during the Spanish conflict in 1937 drew a large group 

of the Romanian community living in Spain to the monument for Moța and Marin. Erected in 

the fighters’ honour in 1970 by Sergio Cifuentes, the general secretary of the Hispano Rumana 

Majadahonda Association200, at Franco’s orders, that memorial marker also speaks to the role 

that Spain had in the imaginary of the Romanian Iron Guard.201 It was inaugurated in 1970 in 

the presence of Horia Sima, the leader of the Iron Guard and is described as “the spiritual centre 

of the exile and support for the anti-communist fight for all the Christian and nationalist 

supporters” in a propaganda publication of the Iron Guard in 1977.202 In 2018, clad in green 

shirts and flags, the group, partly supported by the Romanian diplomatic staff, commemorated 

the deaths of Ion Moța and Vasile Marin, as “heroes” of the Guard’s glorious opposition to the 

communist dictatorship, next to the monument.203 When the images were published in the 

Romanian press, they caused an uproar. Maria Ligor, the Romanian ambassador to Spain, 

defended the decision, but stopped short of arguing for an overt manifestation.204 Other cases 

of such impromptu memorialization exist nationally. Indeed, there are several similar cases, for 
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instance Iustin Pârvu, a priest, former member of the Guard, who is commemorated in the Petru 

Vodă Monastery back in Romania.205  

The commemorations of members of the former far-right took the Romanian public by 

surprise. First, seeing an open re-organization of the Iron Guard is not frequently that visible. 

Secondly, it begged questions as to why the Spanish Civil War came to be representative only 

for the victimhood of the Iron Guard and why, if formative for the democratic crisis of the 

interwar period, the Spanish Civil War has been virtually absent from Romanian public 

debates.206  

Arguably, at that time of the war, it was the exploits of the fighters of the Iron Guard 

that made more headlines back at home and heroic stories in newspapers, such as Cuvântul, 

reflected the rising influence of the Guard as a political actor. Gradually, the stories of those 

returning from Spain, with tales of glory and strife, came to be uncomfortable to the Antonescu 

regime. The communist groups, whose press outlets had already been banned by the Antonescu 

regime, rarely spoke out about the more than 500 individuals fighting in Spain in the “Balkan 

regiment”, together with Yugoslav and Bulgarian units.207 Most of them were captured during 

the evacuation from Barcelona in 1939 and ended up in the camps on the French beaches, 

improvised perimeters with barbed wire (Argelès-sur-Mer then Saint Cyprien and then Gurs).208 

Leftist newspapers, like Adevărul, Dimineaţa, Cuvîntul liber and Reporter were writing about 

the communists’ advances in Spain, with little impact.209 Their histories primarily circulated in 

underground leaflets and secret communications to the Party.210 
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Yet, just like the stories of Romanian communists who fought elsewhere in Europe, for 

instance for the French Resistance, the testimonies of those fighting in Spain were only 

fleetingly tolerated by the communist regime after the consolidation of the regime in 1946. 211 

The experiences some of them had in Buchenwald, Bergen-Belsen or Mauthausen quickly came 

to challenge the nationalist politics of the regime, because of their international orientation.212 

Individuals fighting in Spain were equally hazardous for the new communist authorities, who 

were struggling with a lack of legitimacy, and their actions might have made valid political 

contenders. Many pleaded to be recognized, but in vain. Some returned to the country 

anonymously, like Moise Schwartz, of Jewish origin from Transylvania, detained in 

Buchenwald between 1943 and 1944. In the biography of pre-war ‘illegals’ he compiled after 

the war, he pleads to be recognized as an “old” member of the Communist Party. He argues that 

while in Buchenwald, “he had been registered in the camp antifascist committee and was in 

permanent contact with the communist comrades back home”.213 Among the members of the 

Association of the Former Romanian Volunteers in Spain, he took pride in sharing the 

experiences after the war. He ran a campaign by publishing memoirs, biographies, and accounts 

of those who had fought in Spain and the French Resistance. Documents of the Antifascism 

Committee constituted immediately after the war show there was a campaign for these 

individuals to earn pensions or at least enjoy some official recognition.214  
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Alternatively, those who died fighting in Spain as “heroes of the working class” were 

briefly instrumental to the public memory regime of Gheorghe Gheorghiu Dej regime (1947-

1965). Dead heroes were easier to revere than returning ones.215 The internal postwar conflicts 

of the Left further swayed the politics of memory towards nationalist tones, rather than 

internationalist. As the regime moved gradually away from internationalism, the memory of the 

resistance in Spain disappeared. For instance, several streets bore Olga Bancic’s name for a 

short period of time. Several similar situations applied to members of the Jewish (communist) 

resistance who had died in Transnistria (Sergiu Moscovici, primarily, one of the early members 

of the communist resistance against Antonescu).216 In stark contrast, Alexandru Jar, Bancic’s 

spouse who managed to survive the war, was ousted as an opponent of the new nationalist 

direction of the Dej regime. 

The anticommunist atmosphere of the 1990s only added to these successive erasures. In 

the early 1990s, the social democrat government zealously renamed streets, and many 

ideological signposts of the previously dominant ideology disappeared suddenly. As a 

vindictive type of debate targeted the type of cultural geographies of state socialism in the public 

space, streets named after Bancic were renamed. Bedros Horansagian, a journalist, started a 

public debate when he argued that those fighting on the “good” side of the war, and not Nazi 

collaborators, deserved to be remembered.217 Most disagreed with this position, because of her 

political views. The debate has continued more recently, with different material traces of the 

communist revolts in the interwar period being discredited or vandalized. 218  
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The case of these successive erasures of the Left speaks about the ontological insecurity 

that defined the liberal democracy of the 1990s, a fear of uncertainty, of “politics”, to which 

public memory was perfectly aligned. Jelena Subotić argues that the Left's memory shares 

similarities across Europe, in that their early role in fighting fascism was buried under decades 

of anticommunism politics.219 The 1975 Spanish Pact of Forgetting (Pacto del Olvido), 

suppressing memory debates on the legacy of the Franco regime in Spain due to the greater 

good of liberal democratic statehood, also contributed to this dynamic.220 The Spanish Civil 

War became a rather uncomfortable topic to approach directly. Furthermore, the histories of the 

Spanish Civil War do not fit in the mainstream European perspectives focusing on victims of 

Stalinism. The Left as a progressive force, that also fought against Nazi occupation, continues 

to be a problematic topic to approach in the context of European memory dynamics.221 

Indeed, Romanian debates in fact show how the memory of the Civil War in Spain has 

been dependent on the defensive streak of liberalism described in chapter 1, anti-Stalinist and 

generally dismissive of the history of the Left. For instance, Romanian scholarship often refers 

to the Spanish conflict simply a Soviet “intervention”, in which the story of fighters on the Left 

were inconsequential. Vladimir Tismăneanu, one of the “memory entrepreneurs” best known 

for his liberal, anticommunist credentials and one of the drivers of the memorial recognition of 

the history of Eastern Europe in the European “memory’ project, argues that the symbolism of 

the Spanish Civil War resides in the fact that “it signifies the intersection of the Romantic 

antifascism manipulated cynically by the Third International”.222 According to Tismăneanu, 

who emphasized the Romanticism of the European perception of the Spanish Civil War, the 
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International Brigades were an instrument of the Comintern, created with the one objective, to 

“control the Republican effort”.223 The 2007 ‘Condemnation of Communist Crimes’ (see 

chapters 1 and 5) and the report that was drafted together with that document mentions the 

“well-defined attributions of volunteers in Spain in the consolidation and the reproduction of 

the totalitarian regime”.224 

From a similar position, Stelian Tănase, one of the active voices of anticommunist 

liberalism post-1989, also speaks about the charade that the war was for the communists coming 

from the East. He argues, for instance, for the Stalinist line of reasoning, emphasizing the 

disenfranchisement of those who left straight from Romania. He also makes the point that the 

participation of Eastern European communists, backed by Moscow, was, in fact, a diversion to 

kill and eradicate dangerous individuals able to pose a threat to the stabilization of the regime. 

To him, the murder of staunch Romanian communists who were taking refuge in Moscow at 

the time, like Marcel Pauker, Cristian Racovski, and Alexandru Dobrogeanu Gherea, was 

“proof that the formation of the International Brigades and the propaganda campaign of the 

Comintern in favour of the Spanish popular front was meant to hide the Stalinist terror ordered 

from the USSR”.225 Others have argued that Stalin used the Civil War as a diversion for the 

Great Terror. The Civil War was used to divert the attention of the West concerning the mass 

crimes committed in the Gulag. The USSR “played a double game” because its support of the 

Red Brigades was constrained through blackmail and restrictions on weapons.226 Following this 

argument, the USSR only gave the impression that it was trying to help the Republicans because 
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a victory on Franco’s side was much more desirable for Stalin. Primarily, it could reinforce the 

myth of the State in peril, which requires action and strong authoritarian politics. 

In an article from 2016, Tismăneanu suggests that the “Manichaean myth that opposes 

a camp which was decidedly on the side of progress and one which was irremediably obscure 

is increasingly disputed.”227 This perspective on the Spanish Civil War, he argues, belongs to 

some historians who “perpetuate the idea that fascism clenched with democracy, forgetting the 

malicious role of Stalin and his tools. Spain was the testing ground for the export of Stalinism 

shaped like a ‘popular democracy’”.228 Both Tismăneanu and Tănase accepted the thesis that 

the Kremlin took over the gold of the Bank of Spain. Tismăneanu has been one of the foremost 

voices of what he calls “the tragicomedy of Romanian communism, which left behind so many 

broken destinies, destroyed hopes and broken illusions”.229 

This interpretation of the Spanish Civil War illustrates the way the Cold-War tinted 

reflection on the democratic interwar space affected memory politics, by silencing or outwardly 

denying a reflection on that which had already been dubbed as the perpetrator: the Left. 

Attributed to Stalinism, the perspective on the position of the anticommunists plays out along 

the lines of the conservative turn of the Ceaușescu regime on this matter, which was itself 

interested in taking over the Stalinist narrative practised by historians like Lavinia Betea.230 

Such a perspective, however, attributes to socialism the role of instigator of extremist 

movements – including the far-right. Indeed, the history and the deep roots of the far-right, its 

intellectual roots in many of these debates of interwar seem to be ignored.231 This is evident in 
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the historiography produced on this topic. For instance, historian Florin Constantiniu identifies 

1936 as a crucial year in world history, 232 and just as for Doru Liciu in 2011, the Spanish Civil 

War represented a microcosm of the global confrontation between democracy and communism. 

233 Consequently, they both disregard this episode as one of relevance for Romanian politics, 

left or right. Instead, for both authors, England and France played a geopolitical game that both 

abandoned the Romanian state and exposed it to the unfiltered influence of the Soviet Union.  

6. Conclusion 

 

This chapter has analysed the narratives attached to the memory of the far right over 

time, and the turning points in thinking about democracy that aggravated silences and 

“normalized” its role as part and parcel of, rather than opposition to, democracy. The chapter 

suggests that at the intersection of these developments lie cultural narratives of modernization, 

democracy and anticommunism through which one can better grasp the difficulty of 

recognizing the influence and persistence of ideas of the far right and silences concerning anti-

Semitism and the Holocaust. At the same time, by looking at the political right's history and 

memory, one understands how crucial concepts of resistance and opposition often borrow from 

anticommunist discourses without inquiring into the far-right victim image. This angle does not 

do justice to the complex debates about Jewish identity in the interwar period or about political 

dynamics between the left and the right. It also leads to the loss of a debate about the true 

mechanisms in which ethnonationalism, exclusions and violences shaped the actions of the far-

right. These will be further discussed in the next chapter, but this chapter has shown how these 

are subsumed to issues of radical democracy, without attempting to understand the ways in 
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which the rose-tinted lens on the interwar period has further impoverished the debate on the 

right.  

 


