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Chapter III:  

The Heritage of Resentment: from the Politics of Silence to Narratives of Sovereignty1  

 

1. Introduction: A New Synagogue 

 

The 220th year anniversary of the first synagogue in the small city of Sighet, a former 

Austro-Hungarian town in Northern Transylvania which today sits on the Romanian-Ukrainian 

border, transformed the building into a heritage space. Pillaged and used as a concentration 

space during the June 1944 deportation of the town’s entire Jewish community to Auschwitz, 

in 2011, the synagogue was one of the few Jewish sacred sites reconstructed after being 

destroyed by the Hungarian Army during the Second World War.2 The synagogue added to the 

only other Jewish remembrance site, a small memorial museum inaugurated in 2009 by 

Holocaust survivor and human rights activist Elie Wiesel (1928-2016).3 Wiesel, one of the best 

known advocates for human rights and Holocaust memorialization, was sixteen when he was 

deported in June 1944 from Sighet.  

The revival was not only about this space only. The Sighet Jewish community has been 

gradually holding small-scale commemorations of the deportations.4, It helped that since 2014, 

the new Tarbut Foundation in Sighet has joined several European projects on the past European 

Jewish communities, and managed to put Sighet back on the map of European Jewish heritage 

and thus included the Satmar Jewish community (named after the town of Szatmar in 

 
1 This chapter is based on Dana Dolghin, “Sighet, competing memories” in Dana Dolghin, Andreas Guidi, eds., 

Phantom Borders: Case Studies from South-Eastern Europe (forthcoming) and Dana Dolghin, “Re-emerging 

Memories: Humanitarianism and Sovereignty in the Târgu Jiu Camp”, Campscapes Journal (4) 2019, 24-30 and 

“Re-emerging memories: humanitarianism and sovereignty in the Târgu Jiu Camp”, Accessing Campscapes: 

Critical Approaches and Inclusive Strategies for European Conflicted Pasts. Heritage, Memory and Conflict 3: 

57-63. https://doi.org/10.3897/ijhmc.3.71277. 
2 Johnny Popescu, “La Sighet se construiește Prima Sinagogă Din Europa de după 1940”, Informația Zilei, March 

17, 2011, http://www.informatia-zilei.ro/mm/locale/la-sighet-se-construieste-prima-sinagoga-din-europa-de-

dupa-1940.; Ioan Popescu, “No Transilvania Văzută La Radio: Sinagogile Din Sighet” (Radio Cluj, October 26), 

2014, http://www.radiocluj.ro/2014/10/26/sinagogile-din-sighet/. Last accessed June 1, 2017. 
3 Lily Edelman, “In Conversation with Elie Wiesel”, in Elie Wiesel: Conversations (Jackson: University of 

Mississippi Press, 2002), 47-49. 
4 Personal interview director Peninah Zilberman, 14 October 2017, 30 November 2019.  

https://doi.org/10.3897/ijhmc.3.71277
https://www.romania-insider.com/discovering-northern-romania-jewish-roots-peninah-zilberma
https://www.romania-insider.com/discovering-northern-romania-jewish-roots-peninah-zilberma
http://www.radiocluj.ro/2014/10/26/sinagogile-din-sighet/
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Transylvania, today Satu Mare) in the Jewish heritage sites of Europe.5 Today, Sighet is 

recognized as a European (former) Jewish community in the repertoire of the Council of 

Europe.6 Its history as a (past) vibrant Jewish community is now celebrated in the heritage 

politics of Europe. Just like in Sighet, in 2017, the synagogue in Oradea, another important site 

of the deportations from Transylvania by Hungarian Nazi Allies was also re-inaugurated.7 

Recovering the history of these small communities of Sighet and Oradea was acknowledged by 

journalists as having “re-inscribed Transylvanian Jewish heritage on the European map”.8  

Reclaiming the Jewish identity of these communities testifies to the reach of the 

“transnationalization” of the memory of the Holocaust and its “Europeanization”. The 

acknowledgement of a history of political violence as a memorial norm was tied in with a 

European-minded awareness.9 A process that defines the uptake of Holocaust 

commemorations, a shared memorial culture that looks back at the Holocaust as a binding and 

turning point moment, it has defined European cultural narratives and global discourses alike, 

as a shared duty of memory in politics more generally.10 It is a process which has also been 

endowed with the potential to “break through national framings, silences and biases”.11 For 

instance, the inauguration was a symbolic return for Rabbi Aaron Teitelbaum of the Orthodox 

Hassidic community in New York, after many years. The Teitelbaum family had been the 

 
5 See for instance the projects of the Tarbut-Sighet Foundation and Diana Mesesan, "Discovering Northern 

Romania in search of Jewish roots", Romania-Insider.com, August 17, 2017, https://www.romania-

insider.com/discovering-northern-romania-jewish-roots-peninah-zilberman, and Peninah Zilberman,"Maramures 

& Bukovina Family Roots Journeys", The European Association for the Preservation and Promotion of Jewish 

Culture and Heritage, 2017, https://jewisheritage.org/maramures-bukovina-family-roots-journeys . 
6 Awarded European Heritage Label status in 2017. 
7 The reconstruction happened also with support from Rabbi Rafael Schaffer, who had emigrated to Israel in the 

1970s and returned in 2011, and with the support of the American Jewish Community. See Digi 24, “Reconstructia 

Sinagogii din Oradea”, April 1, 2018. https://www.digi24.ro/video/sinagoga-noua-la-sighetu-marmatiei-1725179. 

Last accessed June 1, 2019. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Kucia, “The Europeanization of Holocaust”, 97–119. 
10 Aleida Assman, “The Holocaust — a Global Memory? Extensions and Limits of a New Memory Community” 

in eds. Aleida Assman and Sebastian Conrad, Memory in a Global Age (London: Palgrave, 2010), 97-117. 
11 Ingrid Gessner, “Liberating Dachau: Transnational Discourses of Holocaust Memory” in Udo Hebel, eds., 

Transnational American Memories (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2009), 13; See also Natan Sznaider and Rainer Winter in 

Ulrich Beck, Natan Sznaider and Rainer Winter, eds., Global America? The Cultural Consequences of 

Globalization (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2003), 174 – 188. 

https://www.romania-insider.com/discovering-northern-romania-jewish-roots-peninah-zilberma
https://www.romania-insider.com/discovering-northern-romania-jewish-roots-peninah-zilberma
https://jewisheritage.org/maramures-bukovina-family-roots-journeys
https://www.digi24.ro/video/sinagoga-noua-la-sighetu-marmatiei-1725179
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spiritual leaders of the Sighet Jewish community for centuries up to the start of the war.12 Partly 

thanks to them, Sighet was one of the leading centres of Hassidic Jewish culture in the Habsburg 

Empire, next to areas in Galicia,13 and continued to be regarded as such until the outbreak of 

the Second World War.14  

Indeed, this renewed interest in Jewish heritage and the forgotten life of Jewish 

communities in Sighet also shed light on the many contradictions of the transnationalization 

process, triggered explicitly by its normativity: that is, restricted ways of referring to certain 

groups, be they victims or perpetrators, restricted types of commemorations and narratives put 

forward or even blankspots.15 It happened in the case of Sighet as well. A monument in the 

memory of Rabbi Joel Teitelbaum was built near the Jewish cemetery in Sighet, despite the 

controversial biography of this significant figure in the postwar renaissance of Hasidism for 

whom Eastern Europe was the “Old Home”.16 He escaped on the so-called ‘Kastner transport’ 

on which more than a thousand Jews left Transylvania (Cluj) headed to the Bergen-Belsen 

concentration camp, but managed to escape to Switzerland.17 He finally settled in New York, 

where, by 1948, he was leading one of the most successful Orthodox congregations. 

Teitelbaum’s escape was criticized by survivors, although Teitelbaum argued his negotiations 

 
12 Zvi Jonathan Kaplan, “Rabbi Joel Teitelbaum, Zionism, and Hungarian Ultra-Orthodoxy”, Modern Judaism, 24 

(2004), 165–78, https://doi.org/10.1093/mj/kjh012. 
13 Omer Bartov, Erased: Vanishing Traces of Jewish Galicia in Present-Day Ukraine (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2007), 14-17.  
14 The community grew exponentially, so much so that by the outbreak of the war there were eight synagogues, 

one on each street inhabited by the Jewish community in Sighet. Jews represented 39.1% of the Sighet population 

in 1941, with a substantial community of Jewish doctors and pharmacists. See Randolph L. Braham, The Nazis' 

Last Victims: The Holocaust in Hungary (Detroit: Wayne State University, 1998), 107-112. Today, the town is 

left with around 120 families of Jewish descent. (personal communication I Moshe, 2019). 
15 Dan Stone, “The Historiography of Genocide: Beyond ‘uniqueness’ and Ethnic Competition”, Rethinking 

History 8, 1 (2004), 127–42, https://doi.org/10.1080/13642520410001649769; van der Laarse, “Muséographies 

Des Mémoires Concurrentes”; Radonić, “Introduction: The Holocaust/Genocide Template”. 
16 Rabbi Teitelbaum, despite his rich biography, was a controversial figure, often contested from within the 

Hungarian Jewish community for not preparing the community for the deportations. His interest in preserving the 

“Haredi” way of life took precedence over any safeguarding of the population. See Kaplan, “Rabbi Joel 

Teitelbaum”, 167. 
17Rudolf (Rezső) Kastner, a journalist from Cluj (Transylvania), arranged the transport for many members of the 

Jewish community in Cluj and Hungary. Due to his alleged negotiations with the SS while arranging this transport, 

he was assassinated in Israel in 1957. See Dan Porat, Bitter Reckoning: Israel Tries Holocaust Survivors as Nazi 

Collaborators (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press at Harvard University Press, 2019), 155–56. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/mj/kjh012
https://doi.org/10.1080/13642520410001649769
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with the dictatorial regime of Ion Antonescu to help those listed for deportation were merely 

formal.18 In his 1960 book The Night Elie Wiesel decried Teitelbaum’s failure to act to save the 

Jewish community.19 In the case of Sighet, the cooperation of members of these councils with 

the pro-fascist Antonescu regime has been highly divisive.20  

What can we then infer from this seeming contradiction between an eagerness to revisit 

the history of Jewishness, such as in Sighet, and an otherwise restrictive history and engagement 

with the Holocaust? In this chapter, I argue that this is a selectivity and a politics of silence 

which does not necessarily owe to denials, but to the way in which sites of political violence 

were imagined early on, and specifically in the early 1990s, as a “militant” tool for ideas about 

liberal democracy. I define it as a process of “scripting” liberal narratives into remembrance 

through a type of resentment, defined here as a type of anger and discontent, and meant to 

showcase a sentiment of opposition.21 This chapter adds to the previous two a close reading of 

silencing in cultural heritage connected to political violence and clarifies how silencing 

emerged in the spirit of Europeanization and liberal democracy, and simplified histories of the 

Holocaust.  

The contradictions are fitting for the Romanian context of the memorialization of the 

Holocaust, which has remained in essence a restrictive (liberal) state-making process, and 

highly contested.22 Most challenges reside “in the interplay between the official attempts to join 

in the European memory of the Holocaust” and “local legacies that often diverge from, or even 

contrast with, the institutional remembrance efforts”.23 It is telling that most historians take the 

Elie Wiesel Report, effectively a truth-making instrument, a tool of transitional justice, and an 

 
18 Reports about the advantages and abuse within the Jewish communities have been controversial and debated. 

See Anders E. B. Blomqvist, “Local Motives for Deporting Jews: Economic Nationalizing in Szatmárnémeti in 

1944”, The Hungarian Historical Review 4, 3 (2015), 673–704. http://real.mtak.hu/32267/1/Blomqvist.pdf. 
19 Elie Wiesel, The Night (New York: Hill and Wang, 2006), 13-18. 
20 Climescu, “Law, Justice, and Holocaust”, 65-66. 
21 Müller, What is Populism, 15-16. 
22 Shafir, “Uncademic Academics”. Ana Bărbulescu “Ethnocentric Mindscapes and Mnemonic Myopia”, Florian, 

Holocaust Public Memory, 6-10. 
23 Cârstocea, “Between Europeanisation and Local Legacies”, 314. 

http://real.mtak.hu/32267/1/Blomqvist.pdf
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instrument of accountability (following several instances where politicians and other public 

figures denied the Holocaust) as a key turning point of writing Jewish history in Romania.24 

Rather than a research endeavour, its very compiling was a form of political apology and a 

justice-making document. Its enduring legacy, even among historians, points to the way the 

awareness of the Holocaust and Jewish heritage came to be tied in with more pragmatic 

concerns about the ‘health’ of democracy, which has produced performative moments rather 

than widespread engagement with the topic of the Holocaust and the long history of the Jewish 

community in Romania.  

This vision on the history of the Holocaust, and its relevance for contemporary society 

did not change an already restrictive perspective on history. In Bucharest, at the time of writing, 

the only present trace of the Holocaust is a memorial inaugurated after much controversy in 

2009.25 A new Museum of the Holocaust has been under debate for many years in Bucharest 

and the plans for this museum in the centre of the city have been met with a negative response 

from policymakers and the wider public ranging from the denial of its necessity to 

indifference.26 It would not be the first museum on Jewish history: in Bucharest, the Jewish 

community's museum has been operating in the synagogues destroyed during the Bucharest 

Pogrom since 1977.27 Teaching the Holocaust in relevant school curricula is a continuous 

source of public controversy.28 In other words, no substantially greater awareness or acceptance 

of the debate about the perpetrators, responsibility or occurrence of the Holocaust has occurred 

 
24 Report of the Commission for the Study of the Holocaust (The Elie Wiesel Report) published in 2003. The report 

followed the public debate on the official denials of the Holocaust in 2001-2002 in Romania. Led by Elie Wiesel, 

it set the main cornerstones in the debate about the Holocaust. See Tuvia Friling, Radu Ioanid, Mihail E. Ionescu 

eds., Raport Final, Comisia Internațională pentru studierea Holocaustului în România (Polirom: Bucharest, 

2004). 
25 See Horaţiu Pepine, “Asumarea istoriei”, (Deutche Welle, October 10, 2009). 

https://www.dw.com/ro/asumarea-istoriei/a-4774688. Last accessed January 3, 2021. 
26 Red. “Muzeu Al Holocaustului În Centrul Bucureştiului, Refuzat a Doua Oară” , Digi24, (March 14, 2019). 

https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/actualitate/muzeu-al-holocaustului-in-centrul-bucurestiului-refuzat-a-doua-oara-

1097592. Last accessed June 15, 2019. There are plans to have this museum in the center of the city. 
27 There was an early project for a museum of the Holocaust drawn up in the early 1950s, which never went beyond 

a project phase. See Muzeul Holocaustului. R22828, file 145/1951, USHMM/EWi, Bucharest. 
28 Bărbulescu, “Ethnocentric Mindscapes”, 6-10. 

https://www.dw.com/ro/asumarea-istoriei/a-4774688
https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/actualitate/muzeu-al-holocaustului-in-centrul-bucurestiului-refuzat-a-doua-oara-1097592
https://www.digi24.ro/stiri/actualitate/muzeu-al-holocaustului-in-centrul-bucurestiului-refuzat-a-doua-oara-1097592
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since Wiesel’s Report. Indeed, discussing the active persecution of the Jewish community by 

Romanian authorities remains controversial to this day and continues to cause fierce debates.29 

Those opposing attempts to transform these sites into permanent memory markers usually also 

invoke this top-down imposition.30  

The argument builds on two heritage sites: Sighet, which is already prominent as a 

European heritage of “totalitarianism”, having been awarded in 2017 the European heritage 

label for the Sighet Memorial (for Victims of Communism)31, and Târgu Jiu, which is at the 

opposite end of the visibility spectrum today, a space forgotten or ignored. By exploring these 

two examples, this third chapter explains how the 1990s scripting of “negative memory” 

perpetuated silences and actually enforced a conspiratorial perspective on remembrance rather 

than a reflection dealing with victims or difficult pasts. While less evident than denials, this 

strategy created a selective framing that endures. In fact, Sighet was known exclusively as one 

of the few on-site memorials for communist victims in Eastern Europe, Memorialul Victimelor 

Comunismului şi al Rezistenţei (Memorial for Victims of Communism and the Resistance) and 

a type of competition between these two “heritages” (Jewish presence versus Communist 

victimhood) has been a constant. In 2015, for instance, a commemorative plaque was mounted 

in the local high school to commemorate one of the leaders of the anticommunist resistance, 

Aurel Vişovan, imprisoned in Sighet as a political prisoner.32 The ties of the resistance group 

to the Iron Guard movement prompted a broad rebuke of the initiative by memorial institutes 

 
29 A survey in October 2023 run by the Elie Wiesel Institute shows that almost half of those interviewed do not 

know the history of the Holocaust in Romania, or the chain of command of the Antonescu regime in the Second 

World War. https://www.g4media.ro/sondaj-41-dintre-evreii-din-romania-spun-ca-antisemitismul-a-crescut-in-

ultimii-cinci-ani-ei-reclama-antisemitismul-in-viata-politica-si-pe-retelele-sociale.html. Last accessed November 

2023. 
30 Marek, “The Europeanization of Holocaust Memory and Eastern Europe”. 
31  European Commission decision, 2017. https://culture.ec.europa.eu/cultural-heritage/initiatives-and-success-

stories/european-heritage-label/european-heritage-label-sites/sighet-memorial-romania. Last accessed October 

11, 2021. 
32 The debate is outlined in Marius Vișovan, “Placa Comemorativă de La Liceul ‘Dragoș Vodă’ – Bucuria Și 

Tristețea Noastră!”, Salut Sighet (March, 2018). Available at: https://www.salutsighet.ro/placa-comemorativa-de-

la-liceul-dragos-voda-bucuria-si-tristetea-noastra-autor-marius-visovan. Last accessed September 3, 2021. Last 

accessed September 3, 2021. 

https://www.g4media.ro/sondaj-41-dintre-evreii-din-romania-spun-ca-antisemitismul-a-crescut-in-ultimii-cinci-ani-ei-reclama-antisemitismul-in-viata-politica-si-pe-retelele-sociale.html
https://www.g4media.ro/sondaj-41-dintre-evreii-din-romania-spun-ca-antisemitismul-a-crescut-in-ultimii-cinci-ani-ei-reclama-antisemitismul-in-viata-politica-si-pe-retelele-sociale.html
https://culture.ec.europa.eu/cultural-heritage/initiatives-and-success-stories/european-heritage-label/european-heritage-label-sites/sighet-memorial-romania
https://culture.ec.europa.eu/cultural-heritage/initiatives-and-success-stories/european-heritage-label/european-heritage-label-sites/sighet-memorial-romania
https://www.salutsighet.ro/placa-comemorativa-de-la-liceul-dragos-voda-bucuria-si-tristetea-noastra-autor-marius-visovan
https://www.salutsighet.ro/placa-comemorativa-de-la-liceul-dragos-voda-bucuria-si-tristetea-noastra-autor-marius-visovan
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and public opinion, and it was decided that the plaque be removed. In the early days of the 

memorial, the connection between the two sites, which sit within a 1 km radius, was absent.  

2. The Sighet Memorial: Re- inscribing the Victim 

 

Founded in 1993, close to the area of the former ghetto, Memorialul Victimelor 

Comunismului și a Rezistenței (Memorial for Victims of Communism and the Resistance) 

operates in the building of the old Austro-Hungarian prison in Sighet. After 1948, it was turned 

into a political prison by the new communist regime. Sighet was among “a first wave” of 

memorial spaces for communism in Europe and was among the first memorial museums in situ 

dedicated to victims of state socialism in Eastern Europe in the early 1990s. These were 

distinctly geared to be spaces of reflection on traumatic events, as a place of heritage designed 

to convey the magnitude of the trauma of “totalitarianism”, the bleakness of the loss of freedom 

and to serve as a warning for the new liberal democracies in Central and Eastern Europe.33 

Similarly, the Berlin Hohenschönhausen Memorial opened in 1994, and one year earlier the 

Riga Museum of the Occupation of Latvia effectively integrated the story of state socialism 

into a narrative of occupation, illegal and “foreign” to the country, just as the Genocide Museum 

in Vilnius did.34  

Sighet’s genealogy reveals a politically engaged narrative. The memorial was the 

project of the Group for Social Dialogue (GSD), the “civic platform” reuniting “dissidents” and 

young liberals against (old) communists still in power in the early 1990s. The specificity of the 

memorial in Sighet is that it has, from the outset, emerged as a deliberately political expression 

of collective memory. Its motto, “when justice is unable to act as a form of memory, “memory 

alone can be a form of justice”35 suggests that commemorations were distinctly “politically 

 
33 Dirk Verheyen, United City, Divided Memories?: Cold War Legacies in Contemporary Berlin (Plymouth: 

Lexington Books, 2010), 23-25. 
34 Sodaro, Exhibiting Atrocity, 36-38. 
35 Visit to the Sighet Memorial by the author, 2016. 
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committed”, aligned to the transitional justice efforts of the 1990s and explicitly connected to 

the liberal ideal that was to come. The founder of the memorial, Ana Blandiana, a young writer 

who found her voice on the streets in 1989 (discussed in chapter 1 as well), described this 

initiative in 2012, as: 

A place of collective memory meant to make us understand where the residues of the past in 

today’s society are coming from. (...) A memorial does not mean a road into the past, but 

one in the present and the future. There are traces of totalitarianism that still curtail a normal 

development of society, that in some way or other poisons it. For things to develop normally, 

we all need to understand what has been, why it has been in such a manner, and who is to 

blame.36  

The Sighet Memorial was thus unabatingly mobilizing the narrative of justice around 

“breaking the silence” about the crimes of the past.37 Started with the support of the Council of 

Europe in 1994 and defined as a memorial intervention for a “return to Europe”, it was also a 

testament to a particularly local context, where the anticommunist and religion-tinged narratives 

of the long 1990s shaped the Europeanizing idea. From the outset, its “anti-governmental” 

reputation made it a popular space of democratic expression and activism, that did not 

necessarily have to do with history, but with memory politics grounding this safe space for 

discussions about democracy, change and “transition”. This activism triggered a complicated 

relationship with the national government (national funding began only in 1997) as the 

memorial was recognized as a “European space of memorialisation”.38  

In effect, the Sighet Memorial aimed to cultivate a renewed will of the “liberal” citizen 

re-claiming Europeanism. The German-born political scientist Jan-Werner Müller describes 

how this type of Cold War liberalism relied on a specific knowledge of history, specifically 

 
36 Luise Schifter-Popescu, “Atunci Când Justiția Nu Reușește Să Fie o Formă de Memorie... ...Memoria Singură 

Poate Fi o Formă de Justiție” (Allgemeine Zeitung für Rumänien, 2012), Available at 

https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=06aea41f-4818-48d1-ceba-

66842a9d2664&groupId=252038.Last accessed June 15, 2019.  
37 Codruta Pohrib, “The Afterlives of Communist Things: Archiving Feeling in Post-Communist Romania”, 

European Journal of Cultural Studies 19, 6 (2016),724-43. https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549415597926.. 
38 Ana Blandiana, “Şi Suferinţa Noastră Face Parte Din Patrimoniul Comun European…”, Timpul.md, 

https://www.timpul.md/articol/ana-blandiana-si-suferinta-noastra-face-parte-din-patrimoniul-comun-

european%E2%80%A6-32758.html . Last accessed June 19, 2017. 

https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=06aea41f-4818-48d1-ceba-66842a9d2664&groupId=252038
https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=06aea41f-4818-48d1-ceba-66842a9d2664&groupId=252038
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549415597926
https://www.timpul.md/articol/ana-blandiana-si-suferinta-noastra-face-parte-din-patrimoniul-comun-european%E2%80%A6-32758.html
https://www.timpul.md/articol/ana-blandiana-si-suferinta-noastra-face-parte-din-patrimoniul-comun-european%E2%80%A6-32758.html
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shaped by the works of Isaiah Berlin or Raymond Aron. As he puts it, “this liberalism began 

with what one might call an epistemological foundation, or, if you like, a ‘politics of 

knowledge’ – the question about the bases and limits of political knowledge”.39 Based on this 

"fear" of relapse and of a spectre of the past, it then set out to advance a theory of action and a 

repertoire of conduct. The type of “memory for justice”, practiced in Sighet, was an 

instrumental narrative of Cold War liberalism, as it accurately depicts the vision built on fear 

of failure of democracy and a lack of belief in the rational capabilities of the human mind. This 

persisted, at least in Central and Eastern Europe in the early 1990s, as the social and political 

conditions of liberal democracy were worsening, and later blended in with a skepticism towards 

democracy as a process.40 

The curatorial perspective of the Sighet Memorial was a clear expression of this liberal 

Europeanist 1990s vision.41 The memorial provides an experience-driven representation from 

the perspective of the victims; it extrapolates continuously to the state socialist regime as a 

whole. It has an evident moralizing dimension of criminalization when supporting ‘freedom’. 

The curatorial narrative describes the pan-European history of the failed political movements 

which challenged the communist regimes all over Europe. Exhibition texts narrate the 1968 

Prague Spring, the 1956 Budapest uprising, and the Solidarity dissident workers' movement in 

Poland, showing the transnational history of communism in Europe. The memorial welcomes 

the visitor in the memorial space with a recorded message. Ana Blandiana, the main curator 

 
39 Jan-Werner Müller, “Fear and Freedom: On `Cold War Liberalism’”, European Journal of Political Theory, 7, 

1 (2008), 45-64. doi:10.1177/1474885107083403. 
40 Michael Freeman, “Past Wrongs and Liberal Justice”, Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 

 5, (2) 2002, 201-220. https://www.jstor.org/stable/27504233.  
41 I have conducted two site visits in Sighet, in the summers of 2015 and 2016, for the Memorial and the Elie 

Wiesel Museum. The presentation relies on participant observations during two fieldwork trips to Sighet, in 2015 

and 2016. The analysis also incorporates the spin-off exhibition space of the Memorial opened in Bucharest in 

2013, as a miniature exhibition of the memorial. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1474885107083403
https://www.jstor.org/stable/27504233
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and head of the Group for Social Dialogue (discussed also in chapter 1) herself speaks about 

the liberties trampled by communism and the need to remember.42  

The past presented focuses on the victimhood of the interwar “liberal” elite, namely the 

story of the members of the conservative or liberal opposition who were detained and died in 

Sighet between 1948 and 1955.43 One of the most conspicuous spaces in the exhibition is 

dedicated to the interwar Peasant Party leader Iuliu Maniu (1873-1953), a conservative, who 

died in Sighet due to severe maltreatment. In contrast, only a few victims' stories of the 

collectivization in the rural areas are associated with the objects. Specifically, the exhibition 

focuses on elites who were symbolic of the roots of liberalism. Several other sections of the 

exhibition text explain the illegitimate beginnings of the political consolidation of the regime 

and stress the demise of the interwar democracy under the new communist authorities. 

In this sense, the trauma-ridden display of the biographies on site is less about a direct 

and personal identification with ‘the victim’. Instead, it functions based on what Patrizia Violi 

terms anti-mimesis, which is modelled as “knowing-how-to-remember”, rather than a direct 

representation, which would fit the in-situ specificity of the museum.44 It has a pedagogic tone, 

as it focuses on a certain manner to fight against the potential of forgetting, and the overall 

threat of silencing by the government, by stoking that fear of the past. Several cells have also 

been reconstructed in the prison building, preserved in its original form (the building was 

abandoned in the 1970s). The space of the prison, spanning two floors, exhibits artefacts of 

former detainees, often received from the public and objects that are, in broader lines, evocative 

of life under communism. Towards the end of the tour, two rooms concentrate communist 

 
42 It is an audio message projected in the first space of the exhibition overemphasizing the “trauma” of communism 

as a whole, rather than the history of the space. This tendency of taking a moral stance against the regime is evident 

also in the last two rooms of the tour, which focus on the “absurdity” of the last Ceaușescu years. 
43 Simona Bădica, “The Black Hole Paradigm. Exhibiting Communism in Post-Communist Romania” in Peter 

Apor ed., Past for the Eyes: East European Representations of Communism in Cinema and Museums After 1989 

(Budapest: CEU University Press, 2013), 56-78. 
44 Patrizia Violi, Landscapes of Memory: Trauma, Space, History (Bern: Peter Lang, 2017), 14. 
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memorabilia that help stylize Nicolae Ceausescu’s authoritarian regime into an absurd and 

irony-worthy history.45 In this sense, it perpetuates a particularly derogatory tone also found in 

other early museums of the 1990s, such as Berlin’s DDR Museum or several others in Eastern 

Europe, simply underscoring the “anti-capitalist” and impoverishing dimension of state 

communism.46 Several elements further strengthen this pedagogical perspective on memory, to 

emphasize the absurdity of the regime. Texts and the selection of memorabilia, for instance, 

refer to the persistent “traces” of a “hijacked” revolution of 1989 that supports the idea that 

“communism is an exclusive creation of Moscow”.47 

Throughout the Sighet memorial there is a conspiratorial perspective that indicates a 

serious but unnamed threat to (liberal) democracy. There are intimations about shadowy 

political forces and unidentified nefarious actors that maintained control over the polity after 

the transformation, and whose presence threatened the legacy of the transformation and were 

also to blame for the lack of transparency concerning perpetrators. For instance, the exhibition 

text stresses the lack of evidence available on the communist repression and the capacity of 

memorial endeavours to thwart attempts to suppress the historical truth.48 At the same time, the 

cemetery next to the institution, where the prison's unnamed victims are buried, mentions these 

victims' existence but does not identify them and no proper investigations have been carried out 

on site. It is assumed, for instance, that Iuliu Maniu is buried in this area as one of the many 

presumably unmarked graves of former political leaders. The place is memorialized today as 

such, even though the few forensic archaeology campaigns have failed to provide such 

evidence.49 The cemetery is still symbolically marked as a cemetery of “all victims of 

 
45 About this see Pohrib, “The Afterlives of Communist Things”.  
46 Susan Crane, “Memory, Distortion, and History in the Museum”, History and Theory, 36, 4 (1997), 44–63, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2505574?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents. 
47 Bădică, “Black Hole Paradigm”, and personal interview conducted by the author with Simona Bădica, February 

2017. 
48 I have consulted the exhibition texts within the museum and in the several catalogues of the Memorial (June 

2015, July 2016) permanent exhibition “the Sighet Prison”. 
49 Personal interview conducted with the curators, June 2016. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2505574?seq=1%23metadata_info_tab_contents


152 

 

communism” in Romania, although theirs might be a fate entangled with other victims of the 

war.50 Indeed, its documentation seems to suggest the space had an equally complex story and 

might have contributed to the death toll of the Sighet prison, which is now defined as a place 

for anticommunist victims. 

In effect, Sighet operates as a continuous testament to the 1990s reverence to the 

“totalitarian” narrative, bolstered by its very “Europeanizing” perspectives and references. The 

site further follows a counter-memorial logic where a grass-roots representation of a painful 

heritage is a space of retribution and maintenance of memory of injustice committed by 

“oppressors” or foreign elements to “democracy”.”51 But by assigning communism, and the 

perpetrators, as the responsibility of others, in this case the USSR, the representation of 

communism as imposition continues to be the central feature of the anticommunist angle 

practised by the institution today. For instance, the memorial as it stands today, and despite a 

curatorial vision emphasizing change and growth, ignores the events of the immediate postwar 

period and sidelines other histories of violence, for instance, the complex accounts of Romanian 

prisoners of war in the USSR52. Between 1946 and 1948, Sighet’s prison building operated as 

the Marmoroszsiget repatriation camp run by Soviet authorities.53 In August 1944, the Red 

Army was already in the area and administered the repatriation of deportees, including from 

Transnistria, together with a somewhat reluctant Romanian Army.54 Sighet was among the few 

Soviet-run repatriation camps operating on Romanian territory55, processing both Soviet 

 
50 See Heritage Resolution on Sighet, Rezoluţie 20.07.2006 /41-43. A set of investigations were carried in 2006 

and “failed”; they have never been repeated since.  
51 Alexandra Laignel - Lavastine, “Fascisme et Communisme En Roumanie: Enjeux et Usages d’une 

Comparaison,” in Henry Russo ed., Stalinisme et Nazisme. Histoire et Mémoire Comparées (Brussels: 

Complexe/IHTP, 1999), 161. 
52 At the same time 12,778 Germans and 12,778 Romanian citizens were transferred to the German and Central 

administration groups of the German administration for settlement in Germany. See Milada Polišenská, 

Czechoslovak Diplomacy and the Gulag (Budapest: CEU Press, 2016, 24. 
53 Polišenská, Czechoslovak Diplomacy and the Gulag, 239-240. 
54 The clashes and tensions between the Soviet and Romanian Armies were in full swing in 1944; the Romanian 

government considered itself under occupation after leaving the alliance with Germany. See Vladimir Solonari, A 

Satellite Empire: Romanian Rule in Southwestern Ukraine, 1941–1944 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2019), 

121-123. 
55 Another such camp was in Focșani. 
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citizens and foreigners between 1944 and 1953. According to documents, this group included 

around seven million individuals, of which approximately five million56 were civilians. 

Germany, Romania and Austria had the highest number of Soviet prisoners of war.57 In 2017, 

it was among the first heritage spaces in Central and Eastern Europe to be awarded the 

“European heritage label” by the European Commission, only for its communist totalitarian 

narrative.58 Fittingly, it illustrates many concerns of researchers with this Europeanizing 

totalitarian perspective, which often reinforces the very revisionist tools it purports to change.  

The other history speaks to the more intricate entanglements of responsibility and guilt. 

The repatriation order issued by the head of the NKVD Lavrentyi Beria59 focused primarily on 

the foreigners who had fought for the Nazis. On 13 August 1945 Beria allowed the release and 

repatriation of approximately eight hundred thousand POWs (Prisoners of War) from NKVD 

camps: Czechoslovaks, around thirty-six thousand; Poles, twenty thousand; Yugoslavs, ten 

thousand; a hundred fifty thousand Hungarians, and thirty thousand Romanians.60 Among the 

categories listed are also Dutch, Belgians, several hundred Americans, Danes, and Greeks.61 

The order explicitly names Germans – that is Volksdeutsche- who were “sick or disabled”.62 A 

 
56 We can assume that among these were citizens who fled during the Russian Civil War, as Whites, or during the 

Stalinist purges. These caused controversies in the foreign policies of the Allies at the time because repatriation 

was a condition imposed by Stalin during the Yalta conference which met with criticism. See Bob Moore, 

Prisoners of War, Europe: 1939-1956 (Oxford, Oxford Academic 2022), 461-476. 
57 N Bugai., “РЕПАТРИАЦИЯ ВОЕННОПЛЕННЫХ НЕМЦЕВ ИЗ СССРв 40-50-е годы”, available online: 

http://militaryarticle.ru/obozrevatel/1996-obozrevatel/12974-repatriacija-voennoplennyh-nemcev-iz-sssrv-40-50-

e 
58 See European Commission page here: https://culture.ec.europa.eu/cultural-heritage/initiatives-and-success-

stories/european-heritage-label/european-heritage-label-sites/sighet-memorial-romania.  
59 The politics of repatriation that Lavrenti Beria, head of the NKVD, practised at the time were equally motivated 

by the massive resettlements of the population of the USSR in the immediate aftermath of the war. Potentially he 

was interested in ridding himself of individuals who were already in a sphere of Soviet influence, elsewhere in 

Europe. See Gregor Dallas 1945: The War that Never Ended (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 512 514. 
60 Bugai, “ РЕПАТРИАЦИЯ ВОЕННОПЛЕННЫХ НЕМЦЕВ ИЗ СССРв 40-50-е годы”. 
61 Soviet citizens, driven into captivity, were scattered in different European countries: in Germany - 3,338,583, 

the Netherlands - 6,934, Austria - 379,929, Denmark - 11,715, Hungary - 3,259, Norway - 92,820, Romania - 

133,734, Poland - 87,850, Italy - 92 252, Czechoslovakia - 40 655, Finland - 132 866, Greece - 1402, France - 135 

456, Yugoslavia - 26 052, Belgium - 34 056, Bulgaria - 3682, Albania - 824 people according to Polišenská, 

Czechoslovak Diplomacy and the Gulag, 37. 
62 Совет Министров Союза ССР (СМ СССР) 18 июня 1946 г. принял постановление № 1263-519сс “Об 

отправке на родину больных и нетрудоспособных военнопленных немецкой и других западных 

национальностей”, Archives of the State Archive of the Russian Federation (ГАРФ), Особой папке, Main 

http://militaryarticle.ru/obozrevatel/1996-obozrevatel/12974-repatriacija-voennoplennyh-nemcev-iz-sssrv-40-50-e
http://militaryarticle.ru/obozrevatel/1996-obozrevatel/12974-repatriacija-voennoplennyh-nemcev-iz-sssrv-40-50-e
https://culture.ec.europa.eu/cultural-heritage/initiatives-and-success-stories/european-heritage-label/european-heritage-label-sites/sighet-memorial-romania
https://culture.ec.europa.eu/cultural-heritage/initiatives-and-success-stories/european-heritage-label/european-heritage-label-sites/sighet-memorial-romania
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special provision about Romanians, Hungarians and Austrians was included in the order; these 

were to be released “only if they were not used in the main sectors of the national economy”.63 

In 1946, the order extended to Germans who had been active in work battalions.  

We can, for instance, trace the Czechoslovaks that eventually made it to Sighet in the 

repatriation camp of Luisdorf near Odessa. Those in this camp mainly were the victims of the 

deportations of Germans64 to the USSR, thus mostly Volksdeutsche from Eastern Europe.65 

Fricizek Skala, a Czech police officer who was part of Czechoslovakia's efforts, seems to have 

been called to evacuate the Czech population from Luisdorf, all travelling to Sighet. He writes: 

Apart from former prisoners of war, there were persons who were taken for forced labour by 

the retreating German Army and subsequently taken by the Soviet Army to the USSR, and 

persons taken from their home to work in the USSR, who are now being repatriated to 

Czechoslovakia. All of them suffer from incarceration psychosis (…).66 

Czech POW Arnošt Rudolf also confirms that the repatriation camps were hard to bear 

because of the conditions of those arriving.67 Having joined the SS “because he spoke German”, 

by the time he left Odessa for Sighet, he had “a leg fracture, and my leg was swollen. I was 

placed among the wounded.”68 As historian Milada Polisenka suggests, the policies regarding 

who was allowed to return, as with the deportations, were decided on the capacity to work: “all 

the first repatriates were goners, sick persons and others unable to work”.69 

The fact that the Sighet camp run by Colonel Krizhanovsky was a place where tragedies 

happened in the aftermath of the war is also confirmed by the story of two Dutch prisoners in 

the camp, as the Archives of the Red Cross housed in the Hague show. Documents of the 

 
Directorate of Prisoners of War and internees, ГУПВИ, Ministry of Internal Affairs Moscow. Available 

USHMM/Elie Wiesel, R435, 12-14. 
63 The order set up four camps: camp 69, for Germans, in Frankfurt an der Oder, camp 284 for Poles in Brest on 

de Bug, Hungarians, Austrians and Czechoslovaks in camp 36 in Sighet, Romanians, Yugoslavs and Bulgarians 

through camp 176 in Focsani. See Polišenská, Czechoslovak Diplomacy and the Gulag, 13. 
64 Germans were transferred to Germany, Austria, and Hungary. See Polišenská, Czechoslovak Diplomacy and the 

Gulag, 30. 
65 Germans traditionally living in Eastern Europe since the 18th century. 
66 Polišenská, Czechoslovak Diplomacy and the Gulag, 34 
67 Testimony Arnošt Rudolf, https://www.pametnaroda.cz/cs/rudolf-arnost-1921. Last accessed June 10, 2018. 
68 Polišenská, Czechoslovak Diplomacy and the Gulag, 245-259. 
69 Ibid., 234. 

https://www.pametnaroda.cz/cs/rudolf-arnost-1921
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Repatriation Committee provide a glimpse into life in Sighet before it was turned into a penal 

facility by the new Romanian Communist Party. Gerrit Erbink had joined the work battalions 

to escape the occupied Netherlands' dangers and poverty. Erbink and Roelof IJbema were taken 

prisoner and ended up in the mines of the Urals. Integrated into the German repatriation groups, 

the two ended up in camp 36 Sighet after Beria issued the repatriation orders. In Sighet, he met 

tens of other Dutchmen. He remembers a “pleasant life” in Sighet, where he spent over a year.70 

But he mentions that in Sighet he had also met a group of Dutchmen suffering from typhus. In 

1965, Jan Molenaar, also a prisoner in the USSR, sent a letter to the Red Cross asking about the 

repatriation of the remains of tens of Dutch citizens who had perished in Sighet after a typhus 

epidemic.71  

In the narrative of the memorial today, these postwar victims do not fit in the canon of 

the “victims of communism”. A similar, ambivalent victim to acknowledge was Oleg 

Dombrovski, who was also detained in a labour camp in Odessa by the Soviet authorities and 

by the late 1950s he was boarding a train to return to Romania. Their stop was in Sighet, a less 

triumphal return than they had expected as survivors of the Russian front, and he describes the 

repatriation camp as an “immense, empty, shabby, windowless and doorless building”, 

administered by the new ‘Securitate’.72 Dombrovski, a Romanian officer taken prisoner during 

the siege of Stalingrad and Operation Barbarossa, was also an ill-fitting witness in the 

memorial's history and message. They were, as he confesses, either examples of fascism or 

potential “patriots” to be made exemplary in the “building of socialism”.73 Figures like 

Dombrovski were indeed without rights, and problematic because of their involvement in the 

 
70 “Report and testimony for the Red Cross”, 2.15.43, Archief van de Regeringscommissaris voor Repatrieering, 

1943-1945, 1945, 264, 3-12 National Archief den Haag, The Hague, the Netherlands.  
71 Archief van de Regeringscommissaris voor Repatrieering, 1943-1945, 157-159, 2.19.308. 

Inventaris van het archief van het Nederlandse Rode Kruis - Netherlands Tracing Mission, National Archief den 

Haag, 2.15.43, the Hague, the Netherlands. Also In “Spoedig naar huis”, Andere Tijden, Nov. 2007, 

https://www.anderetijden.nl/programma/1/Andere-Tijden/aflevering/336/Spoedig-naar-huis.  
72 Testimony of Oleg Dombrowski C661, 2171, Oral History Archive, Romanian National Radio.  
73 Ibid. 

https://www.anderetijden.nl/programma/1/Andere-Tijden/aflevering/336/Spoedig-naar-huis


156 

 

Soviet campaign. The decree of November 30, 1948, of the PRR (Popular Romanian Republic) 

that stated that “all Romanians who had disappeared during the war outside the national territory 

are presumed to be dead” made this category of prisoners complicated to address. 74  

 These two eyewitness accounts speak about two complex histories that cannot be 

absorbed into a militant narrative that “breaks the silence”, or that identifies the roots of 

contemporary liberal democracy in sacrifice and the resistance to communism. The repatriation 

camp history provides a different account than one fit for the sacralized “burying place of the 

liberal intelligentsia”.75 But it is there where the potential to “break silences” about the war 

really lies. Those returning from the USSR should be, rather, evocative of the fate of many 

Romanians who were taken as prisoners of war due to their collaboration with Germany.  

In fact, the Europeanization of memory, in this case, played an ambiguous role through 

memorial and history debates, which “also increased polarization” in the region.76 The 

memorial generally steered clear of engaging with broader European politics after 2004, where 

victims of state socialism were presented in relation to those of the Holocaust, despite its initial 

beginnings as a memorial reflective of the drama of the Holocaust. Victims of the Second World 

War, including those of the Holocaust, have no presence on the site. Few events have focused 

on the Holocaust dimension of the nearby Elie Wiesel Museum. Only around 2007, the moment 

of European accession, some of these histories were brought to the fore and the equation 

between National Socialist and communist crimes triggered debates.77 Otherwise, Sighet has 

remained unchanged, even after newer interventions in the memorial and heritage landscape of 

the city in 2019 and 2020 and has kept away from touching upon controversies (discussing the 

Holocaust, human rights perspectives, or the refugee contexts that other memorials engage with 

today). Although there were no explicit attempts to mediate disagreements that arose between 

 
74 Albert Konrad Herling, The Soviet Slave Empire, Michigan: Funk, 1951., 105. 
75 Bădica, “The Black Hole Paradigm.”, 32. 
76 Cârstocea, “Between Europeanisation and Local Legacies”, 322. 
77 See chapter 1. 
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those critical of the emphasis placed on Jewish victimhood near a former communist prison and 

those supporting it, this silence of the Sighet memorial is defining of its curatorial vision. As 

described above, the victims of the Second World, or its aftermath, are also silenced in the 

narrative of this space. 

3. The Elie Wiesel Memorial House in Sighet: Re-localizing Jewishness 

 

The Elie Wiesel Memorial Museum (Muzeul Memorial Elie Wiesel) at a first glance 

shares little with the political project of the nearby memorial for communist victims. It is the 

childhood home of human rights activist and Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel (1928-2016), who 

boarded a deportation train on 23-24 June 1944 and survived the war, and it was a project 

initiated and financially supported by Wiesel himself. Located at the entrance of the former 

ghetto in Sighet, which remains unmarked, this small biographical museum, showcases the life 

of a Jewish community in Transylvania in the 1930s. In effect, the project of the Elie Wiesel 

memorial house is perhaps a precursor of the retrieval of Jewish history in Central and Eastern 

Europe that emerged only in the early 2000s.  

Transylvania is a complex “space” of the Holocaust and of Jewishness, and the subject 

of a complex regional dynamic for various reasons. The Sighet deportations were carried out 

by the Hungarian government, which administered Transylvania between 1941 and 1944, 

which also impacted the framing of these events in Romania, after Transylvania rejoined the 

state.78 Also, the deportations were part of a long history of violence in this region: Jewish and 

Romanian groups were massacred in the area in the four years of Hungarian occupation and 

interethnic tensions.79 Sighet had been a space of a double deportation in the first wave, in 

summer 1941, as the Hungarian authorities deported the paperless Jewish community to 

 
78 Randolph Braham, Andras Kovacs, eds. The Holocaust in Hungary (Budapest: CEU Press, 2016), 2-13. 
79 Ibid. The Holocaust in Hungary, 148-149. See also Attila Gido, “Archival Sources on the Northern 

Transylvanian Holocaust” in Adina Babeş, Fruchter, Ana Bǎrbulescu eds., The Holocaust in South-Eastern 

Europe: Historiography, Archives Resources (Washington: Vernon Press, 2021), 29-57.  
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Kamenets-Podolsk in Ukraine where they were massacred two months later.80 Three years later, 

the remaining Jewish community was deported westwards to Auschwitz. Elie Wiesel 

remembers that nobody listened to those who had escaped Ukraine and tried to warn others, 

“but people not only refused to believe [their] tales, they refused to listen”.81 After 1944, 

retaliations were carried out by the Romanian Army against the Hungarian population. These 

episodes of the Second World War and postwar history of the community continue to be 

controversial episodes in Romanian-Hungarian relations.82 Successive denials or lack of 

accountability, on both sides, by attributing political violence to the other, during the communist 

regimes and after 1989, occurred. But there is nothing of this dynamic to be found in the 

“memorial house”. 

The museum opts to restore justice through the representation of the ‘ideal community’, 

here the small but tight-knit Jewish group, instead of the ‘victim’ or "survivor” from the 

community. It is a testament to heritage, as Wiesel himself argues: “I want people to remember 

and to ask who has been here”.83 The museum's profoundly community-oriented political 

narrative stresses the Jewish community's continuity in this memorial space. Imagined as a 

simple ‘memorial’ house, it displays a small number of Wiesel’s personal objects and some 

contextual historical information. The memorial house evokes a time when the Jewish 

community had been integrated and assimilated into Romanian society and was an organic part 

of the community. With this cosmopolitan angle on the history of the community, the Jewish 

presence that the museum suggests is no longer that of a foreigner, of an individual ousted 

because of origin or religion, but of a member of the community. 

 
80 Randolph Braham, The Politics of Genocide: The Holocaust in Hungary (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 

2000), esp. “Chapter 2, The Beginning of the End”, 34; Yitzhak Arad, The Holocaust in the Soviet Union 

(Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 2009), 166. 
81 Wiesel, The Night, 45. 
82 Hitler mediated the conflict between Romania and Hungary concerning the province in 1940. See Solonari, A 

Satellite Empire. 121. 
83 Elie Wiesel, “Speech”. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VbXO4WDnW-I . Last accessed July 18, 2017. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VbXO4WDnW-I
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The museum is an expression of the time in which it emerged, 2009, dominated by fierce 

debates about the boundaries of talking about the Holocaust (and the involvement of national 

authorities, be it Hungarian or Romanian). It is perhaps not incidental, then, that the one 

document that describes the situation of the community in Transylvania shows the demographic 

statistics of the Jewish community in Transylvania after the Second World War, and its steep 

decline, without further background. The biographical trajectory guides the visitor through the 

narrative of Wiesel’s survival and focuses on the Jewish community's genealogy and the 

durability of the afterlife of a minority.84 This framing is important. Avoiding political angles 

and evidently conciliatory, the memorial house's narrative focuses on the post-1918 period, at 

the height of the modern independent state, when Jews were assimilated politically, although 

not necessarily desired. The memorial museum’s narrative stays away from the historical and 

controversial aspects of Jewish history in Sighet, including the contradictory position of the 

Jewish leadership.  

The memorial house - with its biographical trajectory – also avoids the more 

controversial aspects of anti-Semitism. Sighet, the unofficial capital of the region, had been 

central to the representation of the Orthodox Jew as an “exotic”, foreign, element and the anti-

Semitic excesses of Romanian public opinion early in the interwar period. The “exoticism” of 

Sighet is evident in several journalism pieces in 1930, as shown by Iosif Berman and F. Brunea-

Fox.85 Sighet symbolized the Orthodox, traditional, and isolated Jewish community's peculiar 

 
84 Adrian Cioflâncă, “Erasing Memory, the Destruction of the Old Jewish Cemeteries in Bucharest and Iași during 

the Ion Antonescu Regime”, Memoria, 1. 2013. Also personal interview (May, 2018). 
85 Both were close collaborators of the strong sociology and ethnography tradition emerging in the interwar period, 

and also were among the first to be appropriated in the administrative effort of the racial policies. This odd tandem 

enjoyed the rising prestige of being associated with the sociology school of Dimitrie Gusti whose research and 

considerable community of ethnographers, historians, sociologists later became instrumental in the colonization 

rhetoric practised by the Romanian government in Jewish persecutions, for instance in Transnistria. Their thorough 

documentation of the rural and small-town environment mythology before the war did not persist, but gradually 

grew into intellectual ideas about a “pure” and original peasantry holding the values of “Romanianness”, which 

by the late 1930s escalated into racial politics. The most striking feature of this overlap seems today to be the 

politics of “Romanianization”. See Vladimir Solonari, Purifying the Nation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 2009), 345-348. 
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story in the eyes of the Romanian public. Of Jewish descent themselves, Berman and Brunea-

Fox published from the early 1920s in the popular Jewish magazine Adam insights into the life 

of the Jewish communities of the newly independent Romanian state.86 They were particularly 

interested in the communities in Bukovina and Bessarabia, the “latecomers” to the Romanian 

Kingdom. Maramorosziget (as Sighet had been known up until the postwar period) illustrated 

a traditional tightly knit Orthodox Jewish community that was exceptional for a public opinion 

used to distinguish between assimilated and non-assimilated Jewish lifestyles.87 Unwittingly, 

such reports paint a picture that shows the cultural aspects of a politics of “othering” and 

exclusion.88 Ironically, Iosif Berman, who publicly expressed his disappointment in Ion 

Antonescu's politics and who died in 1941 as a direct consequence of anti-Semitism, has been 

instrumental in typifying the image and epistemology of the Orientalized “Jew”.89 A 1939 

article in Sociologie Românească (Romanian Sociology) emphasized the “backwards character 

of the city” of Sighet, focusing primarily on the Jewish community's isolation. By 1942 this 

article would be illustrative of the pervading anti-Semitism.90  

Secondly, survivors of the deportations from Sighet to Auschwitz often spoke about the 

visible aggression from the local Romanian population. Several testimonies on the situation 

during the Jewish community's immediate return from the forced labour camps show the 

hostilities in the city. Renée Klaristenfeld and Barbara Fischman Traub remember, according 

 
86 F. Brunea-Fox, “Sighet,” Adam, 4 (1926), 34. BCUB, BU P II 99, vol. 3. 
87 In 1933, restrictive measures were put in place for members of the Jewish community, continuing those already 

existing (for instance, numerus clausus, limiting the number able to attend higher education, was happening in 

practice since 1924, although it was never passed as an official legislation) and reducing access to economic 

benefits and government and public education jobs. In 1937, these were furthered by restrictions on Zionist 

activity, less funding for religious activities and fewer opportunities for legal professionals and businesses. See 

Mihai Poliec, The Holocaust in the Romanian Borderlands (London; Routledge, 2021), 41. 
88 Transylvania was the subject of political territorial pursuits from both Romanian and Hungarian governments 

before, during and after the Second World War, but the Jewish community always represented a separate element 

for authorities and were not under the same provisions. This uncertain legal status of their citizenship accentuated 

their repression. See Dumitru, The State, Antisemitism, and Collaboration in the Holocaust, 37-41. 
89 The administration change between Romania and Hungary was registered as a notable disruption in the life of 

the Jewish communities in Northern Transylvania, as Romanian legislation concerning Jewish political life and 

public representation was severely restrictive. See Solonari, Purifying the Nation, 67-69. 
90 Vasile Ilea, “Orasul Sighet”, Sociologie Românească, 1 (1939). 48–59. BCUB B 2 98, vol. 35. 
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to their testimonies in the Shoah Foundation Archive, how they survived Auschwitz only to 

return to the streets of Sighet where they could see stolen items of clothing or objects from their 

parents’ house.91 Traub speaks of a particularly painful fate for those who returned, but they 

were also supported as long as they joined the new communist political circles. She left the 

country only eleven months after returning. 92 Indeed, for those who returned from the camps, 

which, according to a JOINT (The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee) Sighet 

office list compiled until 1946, rose to approximately 500 out of the 7000 Jewish returnees in 

the entire Northern Transylvania region93, securing a job after their return from forced labour 

was challenging due to the restrictive legislation.94 

The Wiesel Memorial Museum equally avoids the troubled Jewish history in the early 

communist years, where many hopes of integration were dashed. Already in 1943, Matatias 

Carp, a prominent lawyer active in Jewish rights issues carried out an inquiry for the World 

Jewish Council on the atrocities in Northern Transylvania. His findings, accusing both the 

Romanian and the Hungarian governments, received little public attention, although they 

detailed the deportations and the tensions and complicity of Romanian communities. Based on 

Carp's wartime archives dealing with anti-Semitic laws during the war, the results of this 

investigation were published in the Black Book, an 800-page volume published in 1947.95 By 

1948, the book had been banned after it had attracted modest readership. In a similar context, 

Wilhelm Filderman, the Jewish Romanian Union representative in Romania, found it 

 
91  Testimony Renee Klaristenfeld, (Los Angeles, 1995), USC Shoah Foundation. Accessed in the Jewish Museum, 

Berlin, June 2016 and online. 
92  Testimony Barbara Fischman Traub (1995), USC Shoah Foundation. Accessed in the Jewish Museum, Berlin, 

June 2016 and online. 
93 7000 Jews returned in the entire Northern Transylvania, according to the inquiry performed in 1946 by the 

World Jewish Committee. Lists are at Federaţia Comunităţilor Evreieşti din România, Bucharest.  
94 Their return and integration were particularly bitter experiences due to the pressures of the new communist 

authorities on the returnees to join the ranks of the new communist party and prove their allegiance. Returnees 

speak about the difficulty of adjusting to the former community and accepting the pillaging that had occurred 

during the year of absence. See for instance Ancel, “The New Jewish Invasion”, 231-257. 
95 Matatias Carp, Cartea Neagră : Suferințele Evreilor Din România în Timpul Dictaturei Fasciste, 1940-1944 

(Bucharest: Societatea Nationala de Editura si Arte Grafice “Dacia Traiana”, 1948). 



162 

 

increasingly impossible to continue the World Jewish Council's activity.96 His work was taken 

over by the new Jewish Democratic Committee, which in 1946 replaced the Union of Romanian 

Jews under the new communist authorities. 

This silence around the state's attitude towards the Jewish community's plight began in 

the first years after the war.97 In the Dej regime's internationalist perspective (1948-1965), the 

anti-Jewish actions during the Second World War were primarily explained through the struggle 

against fascism. The Cluj trial of November 1945, one of the two postwar trials held in 

Romania, saw thirteen prosecutions for abuses against policemen and other perpetrators in 

Sighet, although none of the convictions substantively tackled the deportations.98Although the 

depositions of the trials in Cluj suggest that the Romanian authorities did not try to interfere on 

behalf of the Jewish population, other than securing permits for travel, the focus in that trial 

was, in fact, on the symbolic plight of the Romanian community in the area during the 

Hungarian-Romanian territorial exchange. It focused on cases from Southern Transylvania, 

where the takeover by Hungarian troops resulted in substantial violence against the Romanian 

population by the army.99 One such example was the massacre on September 9, 1944, when 

150 both Jewish and Romanian communities were massacred in Sărmașu village in Northern 

Transylvania.100  

Also striking is that the display is almost oblivious to the topography of the site itself. 

Poignantly, the memorial house stands at the entrance of the former ghetto area, which today is 

impossible to trace due to transformations in the urban landscape and a lack of memorial 

 
96 Key figure in the Jewish community, tolerated by the Antonescu regime. He consequently negotiated many 

compromises concerning deportations to Transnistria. Ousted from the country in 1953. See Dallas Michelbacher 

Jewish Forced Labor in Romania, 1940-1944 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2020), 92-93. 
97 Tatiana Zhurzhenko, “In the Ukrainian – Polish Borderlands : Geopolitics of Memory from a Local Perspective” 

in Mink and Neumayer, History, Memory and Politics in Central and Eastern Europe: Memory Games, 173–92. 
98 Deposition trial Francisc Hullman, reel 94, RG 004, Documentation of The Cluj Trial, USHMM/Elie Wiesel 

Institute, Bucharest. 
99 This comes out of the trial of Heinrich Smolka, a “fascist bandit”, during the Tribunal in Cluj. Reel 94, 186/1945, 

USHMM/Elie Wiesel Institute, Bucharest. 
100 Vasile T.  Ciubăncan, Maria I Ganea, Ion V Ranca, Drumul holocaustului (Editura Ciubancan; Cluj, 1995), 

167-172. 
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markers.101 Only more recently has the house become a centre for local public commemorations 

of the Holocaust in the town. In 2014 and 2015, the town hosted the first public 

commemorations organized by the Jewish community of the deportations from the local train 

station.102 The events reproduced the walk that those deported took, starting in the ghetto, then 

continuing to the synagogue, walking on the main street under the impassive looks from 

neighbours and finally boarding the trains.103 The museum has become an essential marker of 

the small Jewish community still inhabiting the town., and reinforces ideas about Jewish-

Romanian cohabitation while it glosses over the tensions and conflicts in general over the 

history of the Holocaust.  

This is an example of a very different dynamic of narrative and scale than that evident 

in other countries of the region. The Warsaw POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews has 

often been depicted as disproportionately emphasizing those who saved persecuted Jews or 

proclaiming that the real tragedy lay in the effects of state socialism.104 Viktor Orbán’s flagship 

but controversial new Jewish Museum in Budapest uses selective historical narratives that often 

ignore Hungarians' involvement in the Holocaust and reproduce older anticommunist 

narratives.105 In this sense, Sighet, as a heritage space divided between identities of the victim 

(of communism) and the Jewish presence, illustrates how restrictive politics of memory 

emerged from the very intention of telling a story that upholds a vision of cosmopolitan pre-

war community, where the Jewish community was relatively well integrated. Although aligning 

 
101 There is no sign or indication of the latter on the site today. 
102 See for instance the coverage online “Sighet, proiecție de film în aer liber”, https://www.sighet247.ro/s/sighet-

proiectie-de-film-in-aer-liber-cu-ocazia-comemorarii-victimelor-holocaustului-din-maramures/. Last accessed 

April17, 2017. 
103 Personal interview, Peninah Zilberman, director Tarbut, July 23, 2018, personal interview, Moshe Zier, head 

of the Jewish Community in Sighet, August 2015. 
104 Elżbieta Janicka, “The Square of Polish Innocence: POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews in Warsaw 

and its symbolic topography”, East European Jewish Affairs, 45, 2(2015), 200-214. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13501674.2015.1059246 
105 Julia Creet, “The House of Terror and the Holocaust Memorial Centre: Resentment and Melancholia in Post-

89 Hungary”, European Studies, 30, 1 (2013), 29–62. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789401208895_004. 

https://www.sighet247.ro/s/sighet-proiectie-de-film-in-aer-liber-cu-ocazia-comemorarii-victimelor-holocaustului-din-maramures/.Last
https://www.sighet247.ro/s/sighet-proiectie-de-film-in-aer-liber-cu-ocazia-comemorarii-victimelor-holocaustului-din-maramures/.Last
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501674.2015.1059246
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789401208895_004
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remembrance with principles of liberalism and liberal democracy was meant to disturb silences, 

erasures and selectivity, the approach in fact reinforced and strengthened them.  

There is also something to be considered about the model of “memorial” houses that 

unavoidably distract from controversies and contribute to silencing the Holocaust. In the Elie 

Wiesel Museum case, for instance, the reconciliatory perspective does not lift the veil of the 

inter-war “golden age” myth and reinforces Jewishness as a minority identity, though 

nevertheless integrated into society. The museum thus avoids controversies about political 

questions and instead opts for an idealized pre-war Jewish community and nostalgically re-

affirms it. In this way, such memorials play easily into the negations of Jewish victimhood or 

indeed mobilizations of anti-communist sovereignties that operate today, through the 

reaffirmation of this assimilation. In fact, the existence of the house has been often invoked by 

those arguing “enough has been done” to remember the Romanian Holocaust. Primarily, such 

voices do not operate outside the Europeanizing politics, but within, and drive recent deflections 

that effectively contribute to shutting down further debate about the Holocaust.  

Sighet emerges as a site marked by imbalances of memory, what Pierre Nora calls a 

dominant perspective on memory shaped by the “asymmetry” of narratives106, because of the 

way in which the engaged political narrative of memorial for victims of communism dominates 

the other histories of this site. Nevertheless, the implicit story that the Wiesel memorial house 

presents is one of tranquility, of conciliation and “assimilation” that does not do justice to the 

complexity of the history of the site. Both perspectives, however, are shaped by a context and 

debate largely interested in the usability of such sites of violence as “negative” markers of 

remembrance, and politically engaged community spaces.  

 
106 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire”, Representations 1, 132 (1989), 19.  
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4. The Târgu Jiu Camp: Silences and Humanitarian Values 107 

 

A similar mobilization of “community” history against long-standing silences happened 

around the former Romanian refugee camp of Târgu Jiu around 2014. During the short 

neutrality of the country between 1939 and 1941, King Carol II granted visas to Polish citizens, 

including 6000 officers fleeing the German invasion.108 Once the inmates were handed over to 

the Wehrmacht, after 1941, the facility turned into a prison for political opponents of the regime, 

which included socialists, communists, the Iron Guard, soldiers and the Jewish community.109 

The building was disused, although parts of it continued to operate as a prison, but between the 

late 1960s and 1989, the nearby museum became an important heritage space of the communist 

movement, as the destination of schoolchildren learning about the early resistance of prominent 

members of the Communist Party, including Party leaders, Gheorghe Gheorghiu Dej and 

Nicolae Ceaușescu, against Nazi occupiers.110  

Sighet has long been a visible site of remembrance in the region and Europe, and under 

the scrutiny of scholars as a space of reified, selective victimhood of communism.111 The 

opposite is true for Târgu Jiu. Incidentally, the only visible monument marking the camp is a 

clock built in 1941 by the departing Polish officers.112 After 1989, its reputation as a communist 

propaganda site discouraged any engagement with this space of heritage. A camp associated 

 
107 This section is based on Dana Dolghin, “The Târgu Jiu Camp: Humanitarianism, Sovereignty and Re-

emerging Memories", Accessing Campscapes no. 4, 2019, 26-35 and “The Târgu Jiu Camp: Humanitarianism, 

Sovereignty and Re-emerging Memories", Heritage, Memory and Conflict Journal (HMC), (1) 2022. 
108 Anna D. Jaroszyńska-Kirchmann, The Exile Mission: The Polish Political Diaspora and Polish Americans, 

1939-1956 (Columbus: Ohio University Press, 2004), 24.  
109 Viorel Achim, Munca Forţată în Transnistria. „Organizarea Muncii” Evreilor și Romilor. Decembrie 1942 – 

Martie 1944 (Târgoviște: Cetatea de Scaun, 2015); Ovidiu Creangă, "Târgu Jiu", in Geoffrey P. Megargee, Joseph 

R. White eds., Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos, 1933–1945 (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 2018), 

781-795. 
110 They both used this as a strong discourse of personal legitimation and attachment to communist principles, but 

from a national angle, rather than internationalist, emphasizing exceptionality, sovereignty, and opposition to the 

USSR political line. See Stanciu, “Nicolae Ceauşescu and the origins of Eurocommunism”. 
111 Ann Hansen, “The Lessons of Sighet” 1 (2014) 33–42; Bădica, “The Black Hole Paradigm. 
112 Alin Ion, “Cum a Fost Transformată În Lagăr Tabăra de Refugiaţi Politici de La Târgu-Jiu. Ceaușescu Şi Dej 

Au Fost Colegi de Detenţie,” Adevărul, March 30, 2016, https://Adevărul.ro/locale/targu-jiu/cum-fost-

transformata-tabara-refugiati-politici-targu-jiu-lagar-ceausescu-dej-fost-colegi-detentie-

1_56faa70c5ab6550cb85be399/index.html. 

https://adevarul.ro/locale/targu-jiu/cum-fost-transformata-tabara-refugiati-politici-targu-jiu-lagar-ceausescu-dej-fost-colegi-detentie-1_56faa70c5ab6550cb85be399/index.html
https://adevarul.ro/locale/targu-jiu/cum-fost-transformata-tabara-refugiati-politici-targu-jiu-lagar-ceausescu-dej-fost-colegi-detentie-1_56faa70c5ab6550cb85be399/index.html
https://adevarul.ro/locale/targu-jiu/cum-fost-transformata-tabara-refugiati-politici-targu-jiu-lagar-ceausescu-dej-fost-colegi-detentie-1_56faa70c5ab6550cb85be399/index.html
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with the “suffering” of party members did not fit into the anticommunist narrative of the 1990s. 

The space was relegated to an “unwanted” history of communism, and silencing the political 

heritage of socialism marked the complete transition of the political culture to liberal 

democracy. Today, the space is empty, with a scant presence in the memorial debates, virtually 

a “non-site” of memory.113  

But a reversal of this dynamic occurred in 2015, during the full-fledged European 

“refugee crisis”, when past histories of displacement became a ground for contemporary 

mobilizations.114 Amidst a flurry of arguments pro- or against the Romanian government's 

temporary refusal to accept refugees, media outlets were looking back to the past to rediscover 

the Romanian history of refugee reception. Several articles focused on Polish children living in 

these camps and the Antonescu government's generous policy.115 In 2015, various public actors, 

including several museums, made the point that Târgu Jiu warranted action for preservation. 

The debate rallied those rare observers, lamenting the dismissive manner in which a “painful” 

heritage, often attached to communism, had not been brought into the public representations of 

history.116 As the government (and much of public opinion) was opting against accepting 

refugees on Romanian territory, their focus was on what Nelson Graburn calls a construction 

of tradition in the museum space, in this particular case a lost history of a Romanian 

humanitarian tradition.117 The history of Polish refugees on Romanian territory during the war 

showed an alternate past of solidarity at a time of (former) East-West rivalry concerning refugee 

 
113 Roma Sendyka, “Sites That Haunt: Affects and Non-Sites of Memory,” East European Politics and Societies 

and Cultures 30, 4 (2016), 687–702, https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325416658950. 
114 About the entanglements of memory at that time, see Dan Stone, “On Neighbours and Those Knocking at the 

Door: Holocaust Memory and Europe’s Refugee Crisis”, Patterns of Prejudice 52, 2–3 (2018), 231–43, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0031322X.2018.1433038; Stone, “A Victim-Centred Historiography of the Holocaust?”; 

Gross, “Eastern Europe’s Crisis Of Shame”,. 
115 Alexandra Georgescu, «Amintirile unui refugiat polon: cum au convieţuit oltenii şi polonezii timp de cinci ani 

în Severin în timpul celui de-Al Doilea Război Mondial”,  https://adevarul.ro/stiri-locale/turnu-

severin/amintirile-unui-refugiat-polon-cum-au-convietuit-1635546.html. Last accessed June 15th, 2023. 
116 Aura Stoenescu, “Lagărul de la Târgu Jiu, o fantomă interzisă”,  https://www.verticalonline.ro/lagarul-de-la-

targu-jiu-o-fantoma-interzisa. Last accessed March 2023. 
117 Nelson Graburn, “What Is Tradition?”, Museum Anthropology 24, 2 (2008), 6-11.    

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0888325416658950
https://doi.org/10.1080/0031322X.2018.1433038
https://adevarul.ro/stiri-locale/turnu-severin/amintirile-unui-refugiat-polon-cum-au-convietuit-1635546.html
https://adevarul.ro/stiri-locale/turnu-severin/amintirile-unui-refugiat-polon-cum-au-convietuit-1635546.html
https://www.verticalonline.ro/lagarul-de-la-targu-jiu-o-fantoma-interzisa
https://www.verticalonline.ro/lagarul-de-la-targu-jiu-o-fantoma-interzisa
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quotas and of fierce debates on the roots of the intolerance in the area and a general revival of 

“whiteness” in relation to European identity.118 Retrieving this history presented a positive and 

more palatable alternative form of “humanitarianism” and international solidarity amidst the 

international outcry against the reluctant and sometimes violent politics of border control in 

Central and Eastern Europe.119 

This revisitation of Târgu Jiu as a symbol of past “humanitarianism” poses interesting 

questions about the complicated canvas of silences, polarization around memory and heritage 

and re-politicization in memory politics of past political violence that shaped the prospects of 

liberal democracy in Central and Eastern Europe. It is also interesting to track how the discourse 

around Polish refugees changed in the more recent Ukrainian refugee wave. There was a sense 

that the roots and the heritage of humanitarianism could speak to the context at hand, but less 

as a motivation or warning, and more in the sense of finding a glimpse of the long lost “liberal" 

golden-age of the interwar. Through this nostalgia, one could see how collective memory ideals 

of human rights were effectively used to create a tradition of liberal democracy in the past120, 

by glossing over the authoritarian context. Arguably, these interpretations were bolstered by a 

lack of substantive debate about the meaning and legacy of the dominance of anticommunist 

opposition as a memorial focus, and the absence of reflection on past right-wing 

authoritarianism and the Holocaust in Romanian debates, which has been a constant concern in 

relation to Romanian debates.121 Those pursuing the debate considered this space as a usable 

heritage in efforts to construct a past Romanian tradition of liberal democracy and also 

approached it as a fertile terrain of misinterpretations. 

 
118 Federica Ammaturo, “Europe and whiteness: Challenges to European identity and European citizenship in light 

of Brexit and the ‘refugees/migrants crisis”, European Journal of Social Theory, 22, 4 (2019), 548–566. 

10.1177/1368431018783318. 
119 Ivan Krastev, “The Refugee Crisis and the Return of the East-West Divide in Europe”, Slavic Review, 76, 2 (2017), 

291-296. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26565081. 
120 Samuel Moyn, Human Rights and the Uses of History (London: Verso Books, 2014), 5-19. 
121 Raul Cârstocea, “Between Europeanisation and Local Legacies”. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431018783318
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26565081


168 

 

The narrative dominating the debates about the site's necessary retrieval was the 

Romanian government's lenient and generous politics towards the refugees in 1939. The 

optimistic narrative about the past humanitarian values of the government silenced many 

controversial histories of democracy. At least two different perspectives show the importance 

that different types of silencing have had on the political significance of this camp, which will 

be discussed in the next three sections. 

4.1 A Forgotten Crisis of Democracy 

 

Târgu Jiu became the epicentre of the resistance against increasing royalist 

authoritarianism and the militarism of the Carol II regime. Those incarcerated here had been 

part of the 1933 Griviţa strikes in the national railway company factories, as well as in other 

protests triggered by the poor conditions of the working class in the inter-war.122 The 

communists, both Jewish and non-Jewish Romanians, were fierce critics of the “capitalist” 

takeover of Antonescu's political establishment. They denounced the government’s 

participation in the war as a German ally, which had been the topic of intense public debate, as 

essentially a political power game around resources. A manifesto of the camp's youth voiced 

an anti-war attitude against “Hitlerite plundering” and dissatisfaction with participation in the 

war.123 The Communist Party cell in the camp in 1944 sent a note related to improvements in 

the camp, mentioning the “refusal to trade their release from the camp with going to the front”. 

These members opposed “this war which is against national interest.”124 In the early communist 

propaganda, the war prompted speculation about the Soviet occupation of Bessarabia as 

 
122 Registre procese verbale ale ședințelor Consiliului regional al Sindicatului miner din regiunea Valea 

Jiului”1930--1933 – Miscarea sindicală din Regiunea Valea Jiului 1920-1944,  reel 305, SANIC. 
123 Notă de informare, 23 martie 1943, Miscarea sindicală din Regiunea Valea Jiului 1920-1944, reel 306, 41, 

SANIC. 
124 Manifest signed “Muncitori și minerii in legatura cu ziua de 1 mai, cheamă la lupta impotriva regimului 

antonescian pentru revendicări economice și politice, April 26th, 1944; transl. “Against the bourgeoisie 

capitalism”, MRJP, no. 1172, 15.1944, 18, SANIC, Bucharest.  
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liberation, hiding a host of economic interests in the region. Interestingly, the far-right Iron 

Guard was also accusing the government of an “unnecessary war effort” that could have been 

better focused on the collective progress.125 These histories speak about the social conflicts of 

the interwar period and the effects of the crisis of democracy. Such accounts went unnoticed in 

the rather “patriotic” narrative about the history of the camp in 2014.  

The camp's history – and this potential memorial space - is suggestive of a deep 

polarization of the moment, between left and right, and of a profound crisis of democracy, 

accelerated through the participation in the war on the side of Nazi Germany. Such broader 

public debate shows public dissatisfaction that furthered the rise of the far right, supported it 

and gave it a rationale.126 The causes of this frustration are various, ranging from poverty 

triggered by the 1930s economic crisis to an isolated government that did not enjoy any 

legitimacy. The polarization also accentuated the appeal that the communist and socialist circles 

enjoyed at the time, in an otherwise right-leaning political space. It emphasized a social conflict 

meant to back Ion Antonescu’s argument that the national war effort was a greater good for the 

“nationalist” cause. Somewhat paradoxically, post-1989 anticommunism also erased other 

connotations of the camp. As the camp was reduced to an anonymous group of “communist 

inmates” in the 1990s, the debate then silenced the wider histories of social conflict and the 

deep political crisis of a waning “democracy”.  

But conflicts in the camp show the broader complex political balance. In Târgu Jiu, 

communists enjoyed a more privileged position concerning freedom of movement than the 

Jewish population, but less so than other categories. A court report in 1944 shows the 

differences in the regime for various categories of inmates, with some buying their way out of 

 
125 “Poster for Action against the war calling for a public meeting at the Marna hall in Bucharest” September 23, 

1932. Comitetul Antirazboinic din Romania, no .iv. 2972, reel 461, 64-66. SANIC, Bucharest. 
126 Riley, The Civic Foundations of Fascism in Europe; Cârstocea, “Building a Fascist Romania”. 
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work.127 In any case, the camp seemed to have free access and was not restrictive for some.128 

In August 1941 many were released from the camp, and among the most elite category in that 

regard were the Iron Guard.129 In 1941, the camp was the subject of an investigation, which 

had, in fact, to do with the suspicions of a selective indictment of the Jewish population: some 

complained the wealthy were easily released from the camp. Documents prove that the regime 

of the camp mirrored this social conflict and unequal treatment. Ilie Lazăr was an inmate who 

paid money to be in the camp (some people went into the camp because of the protection against 

the chaos outside or for fear of the Iron Guard). His complaint caused an uproar among those 

outside the camp.130 At the same time, in 1943, a report to the illegal cell of the Communist 

Party from those sent to work as woodchoppers stated that peasants in the region were forced 

to maintain a high degree of productivity; otherwise, they were interned in the camp.131 

Secondly, Târgu Jiu stands for a contradictory authoritarian history of the interwar 

period. After 1941, the camp was notoriously used to detain the Antonescu government's 

opposition, particularly the communist resistance against the far-right government. The 

“internment camp for political opponents” operated on the site by order of Marshal Ion 

Antonescu's regime, and quickly became central to the Jewish deportations and to the 

oppression of the opposition.132 In addition to members of the far-right Iron Guard movement 

after the organization fell out with the Antonescu regime in January 1941133, the camp housed 

a host of communist ‘illegals’ (ilegalisti) and both categories were imprisoned for their potential 

 
127 Testimony David Romaniuc, a communist, who mentioned a 10000 lei fee asked of those coming to the camp 

to be detained in better conditions, Oral History Archive, SRR, C 1437, 3011, 2011: the special system in the 

camp, whereby by paying prisoners were granted advantages is also explained in documents from the camp. See 

Report, March 7, 1941, 26/1941, 1-12, MI. Cabinetul Ministrului no. inv. 2322, SANIC. 
128 This is the case of gen Adjutant Radescu, inmate in Târgu Jiu, paying for his stay there, who is released from 

the camp for treatment, in Report, file 108/1942, page 73, MI. Cabinetul Ministrului, no. inv. 2322, SANIC 
129 “Note despre eliberări din lagăre, MI. Cabinetul Ministrului, 2322, 56/1941, SANIC. 
130 Dare de seamă despre acuzații din tabara Tîrgu Jiu, MI. Cabinetul Ministrului 2322, 58/1941, SANIC. 
131  “Situația deținuților din lagărul Tîrgu Jiu”, MI. Cabinetul Ministrului 2332, 58/1941, SANIC. 
132 Testimony Ion Bica, 1971, SRR Oral History Radio Archive, R 433/1483,1087. 
133 “Activitatea Miscarii Legionare dupa rebeliune”,  ISJ, no. Iv. 1474, 14/1941, 3, SANIC. 
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to “destabilize” the state.134 By March 19, 1941, the camp counted 540 political prisoners: 220 

Jews, 70 Romanians and a smaller number of other nationalities such as Hungarians, Russians, 

Germans, Czechs, and Ukrainians.135  

This heritage provides a different perspective than the patriotic narrative regarding the 

loss of Bessarabia and Bukovina's territories (negotiated between Hitler and Stalin) by Romania 

in favour of the Soviet Union that motivated the decision to join Operation Barbarossa.136 This 

has been one of the ways in which Antonescu’s regime has been absolved by later supporters. 

During his trial in 1944, Antonescu himself argued all that he had done was to guarantee the 

protection of the borders of Greate Romania, ‘because eight hundred thousand people died for 

us to forge a Greater Romania’.137 The idea of defending territorial integrity has been often used 

to exculpate Antonescu’s collaboration with Nazi Germany, presenting it as unavoidable.138 A 

look at the transcripts of 1946 trial of Alexianu, the governor of Transnistria, also shows this 

attention to territory. He remembers an occasion where Marshal Antonescu’s wanted to 

replicate the results of his governorship, which Alexianu insists was a success of “development” 

by saying: 

I show the Marshal what I did in Transnistria. I show him the beauty of the crops, how 

work is done in the kolkhoz and the fields and Marshal Antonescu tells me < Mr. 

Alexianu, how beautiful Transnistria is, and how bad of a state our country is. And I 

responded <Mr Antonescu, why do not make the country look like Transnistria? And 

he answered “I cannot”.139 

 

 
134 Biographies of Ion Bacalu, Marcus Budic, Tilly Davidovici, 59/1941, MI. Cabinetul Ministrului, no. Inv.2322, 

SANIC. 
135 “Report 17 mai 1941, MI. Cabinetul Ministrului, no.inv. 2332, 26/1941, SANIC. 
136 Solonari, Purifying the Nation,  453. 
137 Ion Antonescu deposition, Stenogramele de la Procesul unor Criminali de Război, no. Inv. 3440, 3/577, 456-

72, SANIC.  
138 Mariana Hausleitner, “Romania in the Second World War, Revisionist out of Necessity”, in Marina Cattaruzza, 

Stefan Dyroff, Dieter Langewiesche, eds., Territorial Revisionism and the Allies of Germany in the Second World 

War (New York: Berghahn Books 2013), 184. 
139 “Îi arăt Mareșului ce am realizat în Transnistria. Îi arăt frumusețea ogoarelor, cum se lucrează în colhoz și pe 

câmpuri și Mareșalul îmi spune: Dle. Alexianu, ce frumos este în Transnistria și ce urât este la noi în țară! Și i-am 

răspuns, Dle. Antonescu, De ce nu faceți țara să arate ca Transnistria? Și el a răspuns, nu pot.” Deposition of 

Alexianu, 341, Stenogramele de la Procesul unor Criminali de Război 3440, SANIC. 
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Furthermore, records of the Gendarmerie and the police make evident the government’s 

suspicion towards refugees.140 They concerned the government and were thus kept under a close 

watch by relevant authorities such as the Police and the Gendermerie. Records of the latter 

suggest that when Marshal Edward Rydz Śmigły, the Commander of the Polish Forces in the 

camp, left, there was an increase in the monitoring of the camp. Institutions were afraid of a 

possible departure of Polish officers from the camp and causing unrest.141 In general, refugees 

were considered troublesome for the Antonescu regime, and encouraged them to emigrate to 

Palestine.142 Given the territorial ambitions of the Antonescu regime, and its purity quest, a 

clear target for the regime were Ukrainian-Polish Jews.143 In fact, in 1941, a decision by the 

Cabinet of Ministers shows that a ‘praetor’ was appointed to mediate the complaints of the 

population concerning the war situation, including those related to the camp and to contacts that 

the local population had with refugees.144 The police also kept those living in the villages around 

the camp under strict watch.145 A note shows that Polish refugees received no financial 

compensation beyond what was provided to the Romanians from the ceded territories in the 

North, since those who wanted to find work already had done so, or so the argument went.146 

Refugees faced many legal barriers. For instance, the required length of residence for those who 

wished to have their stay extended was lowest for the German population (seven years) 

compared to thirteen years in the case of Yugoslavs, Albanians, and Italians147. Such political 

reasoning ensured that refugees who were allowed in the country, particularly those coming 

from Poland, whose alliance against the USSR dated from 1921, bolstered both interwar 

 
140 “Corespondența între Poliție și Jandarmerie, 77/1941, 14,  MI. Cabinetul Ministrului no. Inv. 2322, SANIC. 
141 Referarat despre refugiați polonezi, 83/1942, 1-12, MI. Cabinetul Ministrului, 2322, SANIC. 
142 “Letter from Antonescu to Filderman September 19, 1940. Police report on Jewish emigration to Palestine”, 

File 2704, reel 9, RG 25.004, Selected Records from the Romanian Information Service, 1936-1948, Elie Wiesel 

Institute/USHMM. 
143 “Ordin de Informare 8676” on Ukrainian Irredentism, 144/1942, ISJ 1474, SANIC. 
144 “Ordin”, 15/1939, 167, IGJ, no. inv. 1474, SANIC, Bucharest. 
145 Ordin Circular 313515/1939, 197, IGJ, no.inv, 1474, SANIC, Bucharest.  
146 Raport, 93/1942, MI.Cabinetul ministrului no.inv. 2322, SANIC. 
147 Ordin Circular 31189,4 dec 1939, 15/1939 ISJ, no inv. 1474, SANIC. 
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governments’ nationalist discourse.148 There were also political strategies at play, primarily 

keeping the support of France and the United Kingdom.  

4.2  Silences: The Holocaust 

 

The camp was more problematic for members of the Jewish community. In June 1941, 

following the deportation of all Jewish community members aged between 18 and 60 in the 

villages between Siret and Prut to Oltenia, most of them arrived in Târgu Jiu.149 Since many of 

these were later transferred from Târgu Jiu to Transnistria, the camp is central to the history of 

the Holocaust.150 In this sense, those interested in emphasizing the humanitarian narrative of 

2014, that is a patriotic, benevolent attitude towards refugees, supporting values of prestige of 

the nation, erased the camp's explicit history of violence committed against the Jewish 

community 80 years before. This space of heritage also speaks about the pitfalls of framing its 

Jewish history as communist activity. The testimonies concerning the Transnistrian camp of 

Vapniarka convey the policy of neglect in Transnistria and the fact that the political prisoners 

(primarily from Târgu Jiu and Jilava) were always aware of the singling out of the Jewish 

community.151 Interestingly, Târgu Jiu featured prominently in the trials after the war, 

particularly in the flagship trial against Antonescu. Many witnesses in the trial were members 

of the Jewish community who had been deported to Transnistria and returned to Târgu Jiu, like 

those in the Acmecetca farm in Transnistria, a veterinary outpost used as camp.152  

 
148 For both the Polish and the Romanian states, the threats over territorial integrity were the main lines of the 

foreign policy at the time. See for instance Hugh Ragsdale, The Soviets, the Munich Crisis, and the Coming of 

World War II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 76-78. 
149 Alexianu’s deposition, Procesul criminalilor de Razboi, Rechizitorii Declarații, no. inv. 3140, 66/1944, 18-20  

SANIC, Bucharest. 
150 Order by which communist Jews from Târgu Iiu are transferred to Vapniarka in Transnistria, 77/1943, ISJ no. 

Inv. 1474, SANIC. 
151 Testimony of Avraham Simcha, 3557344, 99.193 O.3 Testimonies Department, Yad Vashem. 
152 See Schiţă cu situaţia ghetouriulor din Transnistria, 135/1942, reel 13, RG 25.046, Records of the Presidency 

of the Council of Ministers, Special Information Service of Romania [Serviciul Special de Informatii], 1920-1949, 

Elie Wiesel Institute/USHMM. 



174 

 

Many of those who returned from Transnistria beginning at the end of 1943 were again 

imprisoned in the same camp. During the postwar trials, several testimonies mentioned that the 

resistance in the Transnistrian camp of Vapniarka was instrumentalized and strengthened after 

those individuals arrived in Târgu Jiu.153 Among these cases is that of Apostol, interned in 

Târgu Jiu and returning from Vapniarka in Transnistria, who was beaten and abused by Col. 

Leoveanu, the military commander of the camp.154 The death toll for Jiului Valley was 

estimated in postwar documents at 30 percent, especially on the Bumbești-Livezeni railway 

project.155 Records show that those sent to the camp underwent a cursory military court trial 

under various accusations.156 Some were imprisoned as deserters from the Hungarian Army in 

1942, and others for “conspiring against the state” and destabilization, with sentences varying 

from five to seven years.157 Jews were imprisoned for not respecting the obligation to give up 

economic activities.158  

Interestingly, in the first four years after the end of the war, several influential books on 

the Holocaust circulated and brought attention to the camps. In 1947 Marius Mircu, a prominent 

Jewish journalist before the war, wrote Pogromurile din Bucovina si Dorohoi (The Pogroms in 

Bukovina and Dorohoi), with a preface by the then Minister of Justice, Lucreţiu Pătrăşcanu.159 

In fact, prosecutions of Jews were in the public eye at the end of the war, through the trials. 

Some trajectories show this, for instance that of the lawyer Paul Moscovici, who had been 

 
153 Deposition Ilie Kanner, Rechizitorii Declaratii, 219, no. inv. 3140, SANIC, Bucharest. 
154 Testimony Gheorghe Apostol, Procesul criminalilor de Razboi, Rechizitorii Declaratii, no. inv. 3140, 4/1944, 

3, SANIC, Bucharest. 
155 Trial of Romanian officers accused of crimes in the Targu Jiu and Vapniarka camps. 36-40, reel 20, file 

40011, RG 25.004, Selected Records from the Romanian Information Service, 1936-1948, Elie Wiesel 

Institute/USHMM. 
156 Letter Louis Alletrino, Dutch journalist for the New York Times, imprisoned in Târgu Jiu for reporting 

negatively about the Antonescu regime, 59/1941 5-7, MI. Cabinetul Ministrului, no inv.2322, SANIC, Bucharest. 
15759/1941, vol II, MI. Cabinetul Ministrului no. Inv. 2322, SANIC, Bucharest. 
158 Liza Dulberger was arrested in Bucharest under that charge, Raport, April 5th, 1941, 59/1941, vol I, MI. 

Cabinetul Ministrului no.inv. 2322, SANIC, Bucharest. 
159 Marius Mircu, Pogromurile din Basarabia și alte câteva întâmplări [The Pogroms in Bessarabia and a Few 

Other Events) (Bucharest: Glob, 1947). 
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detained in Târgu Jiu for communist “agitation” and sent to Vapniarka in Transnistria.160 He 

ended up in the Balta ghetto, under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Gavăț, commander of 

the Gendarmerie Legion in Balta. Gavăț seemed to resent the Romanian authorities and 

facilitated the escape of Moscovici from one of the internment camps. 161 Non-Jewish 

Communists were also deported to Transnistria. The presence of members of early communist 

and socialist movements in the camp hampered the presentation of other histories, such as that 

of the Iron Guard. But the experiences of the new communists in power after 1945 were equally 

shunned in the anticommunist narratives after the demise of the regime. Other relevant histories 

continue to evade public debate on Târgu Jiu and broadly on the political polarization before 

and during the war. By 1944, foreign inmates in Târgu Jiu were looking forward to heading 

home. Robert Tomasof left the camp to contribute to the Allies' efforts to handle the massive 

displacement crisis. He went to Poland and Czechoslovakia to contact those who might be there 

looking to repatriate.162  

The testimonies of those deported to Transnistria (and the Jewish histories in Târgu Jiu) 

circulated widely after the war, including during the 1944-1946 trial of war criminals. These 

temporarily supported Jewish memory. Some of those returning from Transnistria in 1943 and 

1944 found employment in the administration and other public functions, especially in 

Bukovina after the retreat of the German Army. Miriam Bercovici tells the story of her return 

on foot from Transnistria and her relatively easy integration into the new political order. She 

arrived in the town of Vatra Dornei where the entire Romanian administration had just left. 

Since she had learned Russian in her two years in Transnistria, she - barely seventeen years old 

- worked as a translator there until she started university in 1946. She also recounts the 

 
160 Declarație martor Ion Raiciu, Procesul Criminalilor de Război, RG 25004, dosar 4001, USHMM/ Elie Wiesel 

Institute, Bucharest. 
161 Declarație, Procesul criminalilor de Razboi, reel 20, file 40111, USHMM/Elie Wiesel Institute, Bucharest. 
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authorities' efforts to integrate the returnees, a situation that changed radically in 1948.163 Yet, 

with the gradual change in both party line concerning the Jewish population and the successive 

erasures of relevant heritages, these connections were lost.  

A similar situation shaped the histories of antifascism. One witness argued “the point of 

these camps was to take the best anti-fascist fighters” away from society. He continues about 

the “conditions in the camp, which led to various typhus epidemics of hundreds of deaths, 

because they were meant to exterminate us”. He also refers to the “slave work” in the camp, 

under the constant threat of being shot.164 The camp also housed Ukrainian soldiers singled out 

from the Polish Army officers taking refuge in Romania and other nationalities, such as 

Russians who lived on Romanian territory, in the last days of the war.165 One report, for 

instance, mentions Colonel Borosov, part of the Wrangel group of the anti-Stalinist opposition, 

interned in the camp.166  

The anticommunist erasures of the 1990s, when heritage sites, histories and memories 

altogether were restrictively considered through the lens of an opposition to the past, further 

shifted the memorial angle on Târgu Jiu as the space of imprisonment of many of the Germans, 

who, after August 1944, were suddenly on the wrong side of the war. Documents of the 

Siguranță show that prominent members of the German Ethnic Group, the organization of the 

Romanian Volkdeutsche and, in that respect, an active supporter of the country's far-right 

politics, were imprisoned here before being deported to the USSR. In 1945, the camp was one 

of the main destinations for Germans arrested all over the country.167  

 
163 Interview Miriam Bercovici, January 1995, the USC Shoah Foundation, accessed onsite and online. 
164 Fisă Șerban Leoveanu, Fond Acțiunile Deținuților Politici Comuniști și Antifasciști Din închisori și Lagăre 

(fond VIII) 1876-1967, no. inv 3504, 16/1967, SANIC, Bucharest. 
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166 Raport jandarmi Târgu Jiu, MI Cabinetul Ministrului, no. inv. 2322, SANIC, Bucharest. 
167 List of German and of ethnic German prisoners in Targu-Jiu (1944), File 10/1930, reel 140, RG 25.023, Selected 

Records of the Romanian Ministry of Interior, 1910-1957, Elie Wiesel Institute/USHMM. 
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5. Monuments to Resentment 

 

The previous two sections have teased out how “silences” in, these cases, shape 

contemporary visions about the past. Rendering Sighet a space of memory of communist history 

meant imprinting a formulation that stylized both the history of the Holocaust, and that of 

communism. The Sighet Memorial selectively reinforces, in fact, a particular image of the 

anticommunist political victim, the liberal interwar intellectual, or, conversely, a representation 

of nationalist ideals. The Elie Wiesel Museum, with its communitarian narrative, also operates 

as a single narrative space, in this case, of a cosmopolitan and assimilated history of the Jewish 

minority in the region. As much as one is directly confrontational (in a memorializing sense), 

the other is not. Târgu Jiu could be said to be a non-site, a space erased – although the silencing 

operated here was part of a larger process of shying away from exhibiting and discussing 

controversial histories. Because it evoked the dawn of the communist movement and the 

persecution of communists, Târgu Jiu did not seem to offer an important enough narrative to 

open such debates. Târgu Jiu, as a non-site of memory, has thus had an ambivalent afterlife 

which continues to work politically. The silencing it encourages should be taken as a political 

manifestation in itself. For instance, contemporary political positions were actively cultivated 

by the memorialization of these spaces: the lack of accountability on communism, in the case 

of Sighet, and a useful “forgetting” to serve the anticommunist narrative in the case of Târgu 

Jiu.  

These sites show how heritage and heritage politics operate within a prescriptive history 

of political violence. Silence, in this context, was a stern political position, and one that 

primarily reproduced a particular message that practices resentment. Sighet, in the 1990s, 

became an expression of a “memory of justice”, as Ana Blandiana, activist and founder, 
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argued.168 Its visibility as a memory space was shaped by the fact that both the authorities and 

many members of the public attempted simply to ignore this history in its immediate aftermath, 

against which the memorial mobilized. In 2015, when curator Blandiana was reflecting on the 

activity of the Group for Social Dialogue, she argued that memory was the most significant 

accomplishment of this organization.169 The memorial’s public programme has reflected this 

militant character, most visible in the Sighet Summer School, a unique space for debate on the 

history of repression, “Europeanization” and political empowerment. A series of related 

publications have also focused on the relation between communism, memorialization, and 

“democracy”170. Such publications, including “May the Partisans Live until the Americans 

Arrive” by Aristina Pop Săileanu, “Sighet is the Collective Memory we never had access to”, 

by Cristopher Teodor Uglea, and “The History we were missing”, by Camelia Lesan, 

nevertheless, all speak about the function of the space, rather than engaging the space itself.171 

Highly visible figures such as Pierre Hassner, Stephane Courtois, Petruska Sustrova172, Pierre 

Henri Imbert, former President of the EU Council, and Soviet dissident Vladimir Bukovski, 

have also emphasized the importance of this memorial against “silence”, and as a space for 

generating a post-Cold War political identity.  

As argued previously, Târgu Jiu was vital for the communist regime after the war and 

its invisibility testifies to the enduring contemporary resentment against such spaces. Its 

complex histories, that speak about the polarization and the crisis of democracy of the interwar 

years and the histories of the Holocaust in Romania (rather than its “golden age” narrative), did 

not fit to be framed through the criminalization perspective applied to such sites. Here, the 

 
168 Also a point discussed in personal interview with the author, June 2018. 
169 Interview by Rodica Palada, in Ana Blandiana, Romulus Rusan eds., Solidaritatea este Superlativul Libertății 

(Bucharest: Fundația Academia Civică, 2015), 2–17. 
170 See for instance, the first publication in 1995, Ana Blandiana eds., Memoria ca Forma de Justiție (Bucharest: 

Fundația Academia Civică, 1995). 
171 Some of these can be accessed on the research department of the Sighet Memorial. 

http://www.memorialsighet.ro/o-carte-pe-zi-4/ 
172 Spokeswoman for the Charter 77 Group, the flagship dissident document of the Cold War. See Christopher 

Brooks, Charter 77 and the Legacy of Antipolitics (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002). 
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narrative engages with state socialist authoritarianism only in as much as it shows the ‘success’ 

of breaking with its legacy.173 At the same time, the new focus on a “humanitarianism” 

perspective, appealing to the site’s relevance in histories of refugee flows, is possible precisely 

through such silences. The “working class” dimension of the site also disappears in this context, 

since the mining industry was important economically and the mining community was held up 

as a beacon of the socialist worker class.174 In fact, the region produced the first ripple in the 

narrative of consensus surrounding Nicolae Ceaușescu when the miners initiated the first strikes 

against the regime in 1974. Between 30,000 and 900,00 workers went on strike for pensions 

and safety measures, openly contradicting their “privileged” status in the regime.175 At the same 

time, silencing the political heritage of state socialism contributed to the erasure and 

reinterpretation of various forms of repression. Târgu Jiu also operated as a camp for political 

prisoners post-1948 and many worked as forced labour in the nearby mining industry. The 

strikes were quelled rapidly but were a central narrative for the opposition during the last decade 

of communism. In the “resentment” perspective on an engaged memory, such stories do not 

seem to have place. 

Holocaust diarist Jean Améry argues resentment conveys the impossibility to forget; 

keeping a memory alive; in other words, Améry defines remembering as counter-politics, a 

form of resistance against master narratives threatening to change meanings.176 In Sighet and 

Târgu Jiu, the perpetrators' impunity and the neglect of the victims conditioned these sites’ use 

for collective memory and the mobilization of certain ‘images’ of the past. Memory was less 

 
173 See for instance Maria Malksoo, “Criminalizing Communism: Transnational Mnemopolitics in Europe”, in 

International Political Sociology 8, 1 (2014), 82–99. 
174 A more extensive argument about the disinterest in a “working class” heritage is made by Emanuela Grama, 

Socialist Heritage: The Politics of Past and Place in Romania (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2019), 1-

32. 
175 Although the prison seized to exist, some parts of the building were reused in the regional prison of the Jiului 

Valley (Livezeni), and this was the epicenter of the working-class movement. Some insights into the conflictual 

relationship that the group had with the regime is evident in the surveillance documents of the Securitate (FD, 

4938/4/ 1974, 111-120, CNSAS, Bucharest). 
176 Jean Améry, At The Mind’s Limits: Contemplations by a Survivor on Auschwitz and Its Realities (London: 

Granta Books, 1999), 3-13. 
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about closure than about keeping history ‘raw’, political, and often conflictual, in the cases of 

both the Holocaust and of communism. Here, Améry’s perspective can assist us in 

understanding how a space for memory politics and the victim's image becomes a selective 

space of representation. It was Sighet – the former communist prison - that piqued the interest 

of public opinion and the post-1989 liberals because of its connotations.177 These two memorial 

spaces show the endurance – marked on the ground, or not – of how this perspective continues 

to be perpetuated today through a stylized perspective of narratives of democracy.  

The resentment that shaped the very notion of “negative memory” in the early 1990s 

runs through the very narratives these sites put forward.178 Silencing was about a reified 

perspective on history which could, somehow, salvage the very project of democracy that 

people distrusted. It did not encourage rediscovering a new utopianism through memory, but 

responded to factors absent from the political conditions of the 1990s, due to crony capitalism, 

budding authoritarianism and neoliberalism. In this sense, “breaking the silence” is an 

appropriate strategy and a reflection on a lack of utopian possibilities. From this perspective, 

we can also then contextualize why the Europeanization of memory perspective equating 

victims of National Socialism and communism, although it very much resonated with local 

national discourses, never really took off in a cultural and social environment that was initially 

very much interested in the internationalization of local victimhood.  

As we see in the context of these two memorials, some victims are highlighted while 

others are silenced in this form of mobilization, the survivor is a more ‘useful’ story than the 

victim, and some histories are simply ignored because they do not fit the general frame of the 

memorial. In 2009, Wiesel invited the audience listening to his speech in front of the new 

museum in Sighet to remember the forgotten fifteen thousand Jews, who perished in the 

 
177 It was the general critique formulated against the calls from the Elie Wiesel Holocaust National Institute of 

Remembrance to stop the mounting of the plaque. The EWIHR is generally a controversial institution in public 

debate, polarizing in relation to memorial debates.  
178 See also Radonić, “‘Our’ vs. ‘Inherited’ Museums.”. 
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Hungarian deportations from Transylvania.179 He then stressed that Romanian authorities 

themselves must come to terms with their involvement in the anti-Semitic political actions and 

deportations from Bessarabia, Bukovina, and Transnistria, and the pogroms in Odessa, Iași and 

Bucharest.180 But on that occasion, public opinion seemed to take Elie Wiesel’s message from 

visiting the nearby Memorial for the Victims of Communism and of Resistance in Sighet as an 

insult.181 Much of the debate at the time was preoccupied with the apparent disrespect brought 

to the victims of the communist prison. The histories of Sighet and the Wiesel Museum were 

starkly separated (although the Elie Wiesel Museum reports friendly relations with the 

Memorial).182 The Memorial, albeit briefly, organized some events related to the Holocaust, but 

it has been largely indifferent to the Jewish histories of the region. In these sites of “difficult 

heritage”183, the cultivation of separate histories has remained in evidence.  

It is essential to point out that such entanglements of negative memory have been a silent 

contributor and companion to the “politics of resentment” of the late 2010s’ contestations of 

the liberal democratic consensus. Resentment referred explicitly to a contestation of the 

imperfect liberal democracy in the 1990s and the memorial narratives outlined above have been 

crucial shapers of such perspectives.184 Moreover, these perspectives which already focused on 

a fragility of democracy, its, were easily hijackable by actors that professed to be able to address 

 
179 Before the outbreak of the Second World War and the deportations of April-May 1944 to Auschwitz-Birkenau.  
180 Radu Ioanid, The Holocaust in Romania: The Destruction of Jews and Gypsies Under the Antonescu Regime, 

1940-1944 (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2000); Radu Ioanid, “The Holocaust in Romania: The Iasi Pogrom of June 

1941”, Contemporary European History 2, 2 (1993), https://doi.org/http://www.jstor.org/stable/20081475. 
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Museum, July 2016. 
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these vulnerabilities. The lack of debate and presence of more nuanced understandings of 

contestations of democracy in the past, influences, and dependencies of power, aggravated these 

misappropriations. For instance, and as noted above, in 2016, the ‘humanitarian’ history of the 

Târgu Jiu camp was ‘rediscovered’ against the backdrop of the refugee crisis that had again 

revived the East versus West confrontation in Europe. Amidst the general criticism of Eastern 

European countries during the refugee crisis, Romanian media looked at the period time before 

the war (1939-1941). Romanian and Polish narratives surrounding the Târgu Jiu camp's 

humanitarian function met half-way. The Polish government organized an exhibition in early 

2018 in the nearby museum in Târgu Jiu's town on the topic of mutual solidarity between the 

two countries. If Târgu Jiu has been sporadically a topic of interest in recent decades, it was as 

part of a “geography of generosity”, as an exhibition in Warsaw termed the wartime episode. 

The occasion stoked the memory of past state tragedies to an equal degree for both sides: the 

Polish government commemorated the exodus caused by the Soviet invasion185 and evoked 

laudable past responses to other refugee flows. Târgu Jiu's rediscovery in this anticommunist 

key also prompted a nostalgic look at a presumably lost but ideal liberalism of the interwar 

period, where regional solidarities existed.  

What is more, Targu Jiu also puts the spotlight on images of catastrophe and suffering 

and their role in the liberal imaginary. As Didier Fassin has argued, a “humanitarian reason” 

emerged together with the liberal state and capitalism, and humanitarianism has always 

supported and strengthened the moral dimension of liberal internationalism.186 Appealing to the 

site’s ‘humanitarian’ dimension in hosting refugees served to neatly occlude the interwar 

government's authoritarian dimension by returning to the nostalgic trope according to which 

the communist takeover dismantled Romanian interwar liberalism, the “golden-age” of liberal 

 
185 Redactia, “75 de Ani de La Refugiul Polonez in Romania: Lansare de Carte Si Expozitie de Fotografie La 

Varsovia Si Lublin,” Hotnews.Ro, 2014, https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-cultura-18652492-75-ani-refugiul-polonez-

romania-lansare-carte-expozitie-fotografie-varsovia-lublin.htm. 
186 Didier Fassin, Humanitarian Reason (Oakland: University of California Press, 2011), 3-11. 
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history. The Europeanizing dimension of the politics of violence further accentuated this 

dynamic. As debates at the time of the 2015-2016 ‘reception crisis’ revealed, there was a thin 

line between the liberal impetus, and excesses of this duty of protection.187 

The underlying motivations, practices, and consequences of humanitarian actions, 

revealing how they can be influenced by geopolitical interests, cultural biases, and structural 

inequalities, can indeed be made starkly evident by the role of collective memory and heritage. 

Specifically, silences have become increasingly more potent in this dynamic. Especially around 

2015, heritage became a tool in professing ‘European humanitarianism’, limited and restricted 

in its respondents or ethics, but nonetheless a powerful tool of expressing the liberal state’s 

political morality.  

With the ‘reception crisis’ of 2015, heritage spaces of past political violence, war, 

genocide, and authoritarianism, which are often iterations of difficult histories overcome in the 

past, have illustrated the fragility of principles grounding the liberal European sphere. The 

“common” heritage that was meant to “thicken” a unique form of Europeanism by rebutting 

and educating about past violence appropriated these narratives of Europeanism into a complex 

defence of authoritarian thought.188 Oppositional in nature, the interpretation of these histories 

emphasizes suffering which is still unacknowledged within Europe and consequently contests 

the liberal consensus which has also been grounded in politics of memory. Heritage politics has 

led to a new affirmation of the “us” versus “them” in museums and other sites and from spaces 

of cultivating, even if only performatively, some of the guilt, regret, and awareness of the past. 

Engagements with history have been transformed (perhaps again, but in a different key) into 

spaces professing national sovereignty. But zooming in closer on local debates in Central and 

Eastern Europe showcases the long life of this dynamic, how the seeds of these narratives have 

 
187 See the special issue edited by Dan Stone, “Refugees then and now: memory, history and politics in the long 

twentieth century: an Introduction”, Patterns of Prejudice, 52 (2-), 2018, 101-106.  
188 Müller “On European Memory”, 25–38. 
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been there since the early 1990s and how heritage and collective memory have always been 

instrumental in their consolidation.  

6. Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have traced the memorial dynamics of two sites of memory, Sighet and 

Târgu Jiu, that suggest how the transnationalization of the memory of the Holocaust and later 

communism has strengthened a selective memory surrounding the Holocaust in Romania. The 

two sites also contradict the idea that the memory of European-wide political violence can 

somehow ‘positively’ transform and add to local and nationalist-tinged ideas of 

anticommunism, opening this latter up into a more salient debate about collaboration and 

bystanders. Although the forgetting and silencing of the Holocaust on the site of Sighet was 

reframed within a victimization narrative, its memory has been overwhelmingly conditioned by 

national political turns, creating a space of primarily “resentment”. The neglect of the 

repatriation camp in Sighet, part of the memorial's story and undoubtedly shaping the history 

of the prison the memorial references today, is evocative of a perspective that hides Romanian 

collaboration during the war. 

The case of Târgu Jiu shows a new type of selectivity, which developed together with 

new discourses of cosmopolitanism, that nationalize, not in contrast to but under the umbrella 

of a “European memory” and are calibrated by notions of rights, key to the liberal vocabulary 

of European commemoration. In this case, the figurations of the memory of the far-right weave 

into a structurally prevalent anticommunist discourse, which has “canonized” a resistance and 

victim perspective despite other political or historical implications of their history. Equally 

ignored are the political causes and the social and political roots of the early socialist movement 

in the case of Târgu Jiu. Paradoxically, this perspective harms a critical memory of the state, 

not because of nationalism but because the idea of a liberal state needs a particular script to 
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sustain it. In this case, it was a narrative of generosity and humanitarian reason (to return to 

Fassin), which strengthened the already exclusionary dimensions of liberal commemoration. 

The historical perspective consequently ignores the plight of the Jewish minorities and the 

history of the Holocaust as a continuation of state politics of exclusion and anti-Semitism. 

Instrumental in this discourse is liberal anticommunism, which implies a distinct dynamic of 

integrating victimhood and externalizing guilt in successive political framings, and the 

mobilization of particular memories and claims.  

 


