UNIVERSITY OF AMSTERDAM
X

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Silence in the age of transnational memory
Recovering political violence in Romanian contemporary debates
Dolghin, D.-F.

Publication date
2024

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):

Dolghin, D.-F. (2024). Silence in the age of transnational memory: Recovering political
violence in Romanian contemporary debates. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van
Amsterdam].

General rights

It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations

If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

UVA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

Download date:10 Sep 2026


https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/silence-in-the-age-of-transnational-memory(5dc203e7-9df8-4a9f-a9a9-2ec1dbc308c4).html

Chapter IV:
Yugoslavia and Transnistria: The Geopolitics of Anxiety

1. Introduction: A Just War

In 2017, in a public intervention in Belgrade, the German-Romanian Nobel Prize winner
Herta Miiller defended the “humanitarian” intervention carried out in 1999 by NATO troops
against Slobodan MiloSevi¢’s regime that led to the bombing of Belgrade. “If a country
unleashes four wars in nine years and with that transforms the cities into cemeteries, it cannot

be stopped only by words.”!

Miiller indicated that the intervention should have been regarded
more positively, against its contested reputation internationally and nationally, because it had
been justified as a defence of human rights. To back up her argument, she upheld its legitimacy
by saying, “I would have been very content if NATO had intervened in Romania, but this did
not happen. And Romanians had to die fighting other Romanians to end the Ceausescu
regime”.? The affirmation was heavily criticized by Serbian public opinion makers, among them
journalist Nemanja Kusturica, who argued that the writer, whose father had served in the
Waffen-SS, had insulted the Serbs.® Yet, part of the Romanian public opinion perceived her

comments as a justified critique of Ceausescu’s repression and also felt vindicated for the years

of living under dictatorship.*

! Snezana Bjelotomic, “Herta Miiller Causes Outrage in Belgrade”, Serbian Monitor (Belgrade: October 25, 2017),
https://www.serbianmonitor.com/en/herta-muller-causes-outrage-belgrade/. Last accessed October 15, 2018.

2 Michael Martens, “Proteststurm gegen Herta Miiller, Frankfurter Allgemeine Debatten”, 28 October 2017,
available at: https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/nobelpreistraegerin-in-belgrad-proteststurm-gegen-
herta-mueller-15266577.html. About the debate, “Herta Miiller Enrages The Serbs By Speaking The Truth”,
Dialog international, December 1, 2017.

https://www.dialoginternational.com/dialog_international/2017/1 1/herta-m%C3%BCller-outrages-the-serbs-by-
speaking-the-truth.html. Last accessed June 15, 2018.

3 Michael Martens, “Herta Miiller Made Serbia Look in the Mirror”, Balkan Insight, November 1, 2017,
https://balkaninsight.com/2017/11/01/herta-miiller-made-serbia-look-in-the-mirror-10-31-2017/. Last accessed
March 2, 2018.

4 Red. “Herta Miiller in discutie la Belgrad”, https://www.hotnews.ro, Accessed February 10, 2016.
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Miiller’s memory retrieval of the Yugoslav context is among the few references to the
Yugoslav wars by public figures, which speaks to the lack of a memorial culture of the 1990s
Yugoslav wars in Romania up to now. If remembered by public opinion at all now, the conflicts
belong to a “blurry” and “transitional” 1990s. As others did before him, writing in 2008,
Romanian journalist C. Lecea commented on the peculiarity of having almost no memorial
discourse about a war happening right on Romania’s doorstep, and a limited historiographical
discourse on the Yugoslav situation of the 1990s.> The events only re-entered debate after a
long hiatus due to the public discussion opened by the Milosevié trial in the Hague in 2002°
when transitional justice, reconciliation, and postwar reconstruction were already part of the
transnational symbolic perspective on liberal “identity” and European belonging. Miiller’s
position is interesting, in this sense, because it shows how a deep unease about Romanian state
fragility in the 1990s continues to drive the politics of memory of this conflict.

Interestingly, the “humanitarian” intervention in Yugoslavia was a divisive event at the
time in Romania.” In his book about the humanitarian reason of liberalism, Didier Fassin’s
argues that moral values and sentiments have become a global liberal currency, but one that is
inward looking, often exclusionary, and always bound to forms of inequality that create
conditions of dispossession from the start.® The responses in Romania triggered by this duty of

protection of liberalism were illustrative. In the 1990s, the Romanian Adevarul newspaper read:

5 See Constantin Lecea, “Ce stim despre Tugoslavia?”, Romdnia Libera (Bucharest, April 22, 2008). BCUB P 23
111, vol. 2. Also George Popescu, “Tugoslavia dupa Milosevici”, Cuvdntul (Bucharest, 9 October 2000).

® Cherif Bassiouni, “Real Justice or Realpolitik? The Delayed Indictment of MiloSevi¢”, in Timothy Waters (ed),
The MiloSevi¢ Trial: An Autopsy, (Oxford Academic, 2014). 92—105.

7 Carrie Booth Walling, “Human Rights Norms, State Sovereignty, and Humanitarian Intervention”, Human Rights
Quarterly 37,2 (2015), 383—413, https://doi.org/10.1353/hrq.2015.0034; Didier Fassin, Humanitarian Reason: A
Moral History of the Present (Oakland: University of California Press, 2011), 14-18; Didier Fassin, Richard
Rechtman, The Empire of Trauma: An Inquiry into the Condition of Victimhood (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2009); Igor Stiks, Nations and Citizens in Yugoslavia and the Post-Yugoslav States: One
Hundred Years If Citizenship (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015), 34-41.

8 He argues “Humanitarian reason governs precarious lives the lives of the unemployed and the asylum seekers,
the lives of sick immigrants and people with Aids, the lives of disaster victims and victims of conflict— threatened
and forgotten lives that humanitarian government brings into existence by protecting and revealing them. When
compassion is exercised in the public space, it is therefore always directed from above to below, from the more
powerful to the weaker, the more fragile, the more vulnerable— those who can generally be constituted as victims
of an overwhelming fate”. Fassin, Humanitarian Reason, 4.
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“The war in Yugoslavia might spell the end of political changes achieved with the bloodshed
of thousands”.” In June 1991, a Romanian National Broadcasting Company reporter was

discussingdiscussed “the uncertainty across the border”!°

when referring to the sudden
Slovenian - Yugoslav Ten-Day War (27 June 1991 — 7 July 1991). As the Slovenian attempt at
independence in Yugoslavia was escalating into the Yugoslav People’s Army's full-fledged
intervention, the event stoked fears about the potential for aggression on Romanian national
territory, the bordering Banat region. During the sieges of Vukovar (1991) and Sarajevo (1992-
1996), the focus was on images of chaos, the wounded and violent conflict. Often, “insurgents”
against the federation were depicted to be at fault for the clashes in the 1990s. Romanian public
actors also emphasized the ‘chaos’ triggered by the disappearance of Yugoslavia.!! More so,
the debate spurred by the Yugoslav war was, for the region, one of wider European security,
(echoing the international debate), but also of the perils of internal frailty. For observers, the
Yugoslav “brotherhood” dissolution into conflict could have well announced the same fate for
the Romanians and Hungarians, the Slovaks, and the Czechs.'?

Going beyond ‘humanitarian’ concerns, the discussions about the implications of the
war for the sovereignty of Yugoslavia’s neighbours returned to the war’s “geopolitical”
significance and its potential influence on Romanian territorial integrity. Talk about big states
and “small states” in the aftermath of the Cold War seemed to dominate the regional debates
triggered by the Yugoslav conflict. The potential of intervention by the Romanian government

mobilized opposing sentiments. There was, on the one hand, the liberal faction in the opposition

who supported any interventionism as long as it was “for democracy”, but even there, the tone

° Stefan Nistorescu, “Rizboi de proximitate”, in Adevarul (Bucharest. November 23, 1992). BCUB P 12 981,
vol.12.

19 Daily morning news, June 13, The Agerpress News Agency Archive, Newsreel 24, 28, 29, Radiodifuziunea
Romana Archive, Bucharest.

' Cristian Tudor Popescu, “Romaénia este in rizboi®, si ,,nu numai in lugoslavia”, Adevarul, 1998. Also see Sfera
Politicii issue 70/1999.

12 James Ker-Lindsay, “The final Yugoslav Issue, the Evolution of International Thinking on Kosovo”, 1998-2005,
in Dejan Djoki¢ and James Ker-Lindsay eds., New Perspectives on Yugoslavia: Key Issues and Controversies
(London, New York: Routledge, 2011), 176-193.
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of public opinion often lamented a lack of true political choice for those in the region and a
confirmation of Eastern European states’ continuing fragility. On the other, there were the
social democrats who still supported the aggressor MiloSevi¢ regime.

The prospect of getting involved and supporting the NATO intervention mobilized not
only a sense of economic and political crises in the early 1990s in the region. By the time of the
Belgrade intervention of 1999, there were open controversies about the “servile” attitude of the
region's governments. When Andrei Plesu, the Romanian Foreign Affairs Minister, allowed
American planes to transit Romanian airspace, he was generally accused of “excess of zeal”.!3
In 1999, Romanian journalist Bogdan Chireac doubted whether participation in the war should
be conditioned on acceptance by the international community, “what does it mean for accession
to NATO...this is a problem of the UN, it cannot be normal to intervene in a sovereign and
independent country”.!* Similarly, journalist Cristian Tudor Popescu positioned the war in a
long US power game in Eastern Europe:

They wanted to demonstrate to the world there is a new master...no educated being would

contest the efficiency of democracy and liberalism. The American desires are ideal for any
country which has gone through a totalitarian regime. '°.

Popescu argued openly, in fact, that the actions in Belgrade are “a prehistory of the
West”!¢ Such perspectives were present in neighbouring countries as well. The Bulgarian prime
minister Filip Dimitrov set the tone of this scepticism when arguing “the West is expecting us

» 17

to intervene in a conflict in which they do not fully grasp the full dimensions of the situation”.

Similarly, the Hungarian newspaper Magyar Nemzet wrote about the special kinship between

13 The Romanian government was asked to provide refuelling locations and open the airspace. See “Urmitoarea
etapa - acceptarea cererii de invazie terestrd”, Cotidianul (Bucharest, April 23, 1999).

14 Bogdan Chireac, “De ce lugoslavia”, Romdnia Liberd (Bucharest, March 23, 1994). BCUB P 12 981, vol. 23.
He also states later it was an algorithm applied to Yugoslavia, “A fost un algoritm aplicat orbeste de Statele Unite
unei regiuni din Europa fara sa tina seama de caracteristicile etnice religioase si culturale ale zonei respective.”
https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-arhiva-1186790-razbunarea-lui-milosevici-bogdan-chirieac.html.

15 Cristian Tudor Popescu, “Kosovo”, Adevdrul (Bucharest, April 1, 1999.). BCUB P 12 981, vol. 23.

16 Cristian Tudor Popescu, “Mini-interviu”, Magazin, no. 21, 25.07.1999.

17 Quoted in Adrian Ursu, ‘Opinii politice’ Romdnia Liberd (Bucharest, February 17, 1999). BCUB P 12 981,
vol.41.
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Croatia and a substantial part of Serbia, and how the conflict threatened the “situation all
around” (“a kérnyéken kialakult helyzet”).!® Also, the Yugoslav conflict evoked a forced choice
between safeguarding the liberal “conquest” of 1989 (and acting like other global powers) and
respecting regional dynamics.

This chapter looks at the type of memory politics and narratives arising amidst this
moment of ‘geopolitical’ anxiety and particularly at how a sense of state fragility and shaky
liberal sovereignty engendered, at the time, re-framings of the history of war in a militarist tone
and through memorial silences. It continues from the previous chapters in that it looks at how
humanitarianism, as a liberal ideal of the 1990s, engendered conservative political discourses
with selective collective memory constructs. Specifically, it notes how these events drove an
undercurrent of defensive cultural constructs of liberalism, which whitewashed past histories
of violence.

The analysis mainly traces the historicity of the conflicts around the Romanian borders
in the 1990s, and their selective interpretations. It was not just Yugoslavia fuelling such state
anxieties in the early 1990s. War seemed to be looming on both borders. The Transnistrian War
broke out almost simultaneously on the Eastern Romanian border. Both wars shaped memorial
narratives and mobilized selective histories of the Second World War, occupation, and
collaboration. Representations of history blended in with discourses on post-Cold War liberal
democracy, drawing on both international and European perspectives. The Yugoslav and
Transnistrian conflicts are perhaps the more accurate representations of memory debates at the
time of a distinct discourse of “liberal nationalism”, a protective and self-oriented perspective

converting the affordances of liberalism into national solidarity, when all expectations veered

18 Sebestyén Imre, “Szerb-horvat-muzulman egyezkedés Bosznia felosztasardl ”, Magyar Nemzet, 1 August, 1992.
Budapest.
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towards internationalism.' T highlight this dimension by looking at the politics of memory
concerning the Banat region (in the West) and Transnistria (in the East). Both territories came

to the fore in the mental maps of the Romanian public in the 1990s, with long, convoluted and

often contradictory histories.
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1 For an extensive discussion on the concept in Central and Eastern Europe, and particularly a brand of nationalism
that, according to the authors, can also be constructive, see Stefan Auer, Liberal Nationalism (London Routledge,
20006), 4-13.

20DAO/P. Pentsch, Romanian National Census, 2002 & Serbian National Census, 2001 quoted in Remus Cretan,
David Turnock and Jaco Woudstra, “Identity and multiculturalism in the Romanian Banat,
https://journals.openedition.org/mediterranee/523?1ang=en&gathStatlcon=true.

2 Map of Moldova, including Transnistria in William Zadeskey. “Transnistria: The History Behind the Russian-
backed Region”, Origins, 2022. Available at: https://origins.osu.edu/read/transnistria-history-behind-russian-
backed-region?language content entity=en. Last accessed January 5, 2024.
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2. In Search of a Narrative: Ethnicity and Territory

When the war broke out, the discussion about the limits and the mandate of the new
post-communist ‘liberal’ states, in the Balkans and in the whole of Central and Eastern Europe,
was in full swing. Images of the Balkan catastrophe dominated political debates in Romania as
well. Concern with the internal fragility of the new states was also paired, however, with an
externally focussed preoccupation as political actors stressed “the geography of an uneven
world as they assert the moral and political horizons of liberal forms of care towards it”, as
Simon Reid-Henry has argued.?” As Reid-Henry suggested, such “care” for the suffering of
others became a good measure for assessing the strength of liberalism. This is an accurate
description of the negotiations triggered by the Yugoslav and Transnistrian war in Romanian
debates. The war, in the 1990s, intersected with immediate national concerns and narratives
about Yugoslavia as a symbol, rather than as a practical reality. As much as it spoke about the
robustness of liberalism for governments in the region, it was also a time when the baseline
political perspective, defined by interventions on humanitarian grounds in the early 1990s, such
as the Gulf War and the intervention in Iraq, was highly divisive, primarily because these
interventions were portrayed as “interventionist” and “imperialist” at a time when that type of
political order was living its last moments.>* Samuel Moyn has discussed the context emerging
in the 1990s as conservative, arguing it represented a subtle normalization of war that went
hand in hand with upholding principles of humanitarianism.?* Humanitarian interventionism
became indeed increasingly more bound up with neoconservative agendas in the US context,

triggered a series of tensions with other Atlantic partners.*

22 S.M Reid Henry, “Humanitarianism as liberal diagnostic: humanitarian reason and the political rationalities of
the liberal will-to-care”, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers. 39, 3 (2014), 418-431.

23 See Stephen Wertheim “A solution from hell: the United States and the rise of humanitarian interventionism,
1991-2003”, Journal of Genocide Research, 12 (3-4), 149-172, DOI: 10.1080/14623528.2010.522053.

24 Samuel Moyn, Humane: How the United States Abandoned Peace and Reinvented War (New York: Macmillan,
2021), 5-16.

25 Wertheim, “A solution from hell”.
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Yet, in the countries surrounding the disintegrating Yugoslavia, this dynamic also
became a conduit for a conservative wave. In its immediate neighbourhood, the crisis in
Yugoslavia seemed to fall predominantly under the rubric of security and mobilized ontological
questions of “geopolitics”: what was the place of states such as Romania in the emerging order,
and how should they position themselves in the European political space.?® Such considerations
were, undoubtedly, cautious, because the narratives attached to the intervention following the
1991 Gulf War had already created a sense of crisis about the area:

These narratives present rogue states, ruthless dictators, and ethnic tensions as threats

to the established liberal international order. The argument made for those in favour of

humanitarian intervention is that the use of force is necessary to address the problems
of racist and ruthless dictators, tribalism, ethnic tensions, civil war, and religious

fundamentalism thrown up in the post-Cold era 2’

Eastern Europe was one of the areas of concern in the wider debate on liberal
humanitarianism, precisely because the situation in Iraq echoed events in this region, with
Bosnia and Croatia being the main occasions for testing this incipient humanitarian drive. As
Stephen Wertheim explains, at the time of the early 1990s, the intention was more to protect
affected groups and less regime change, which also triggered questions and concerns about the
necessary limits of the US presence.?® Indeed, it was an ever-evolving picture, with historian
Van Evera predicting in 1994 that violence would scorch the region for several decades as
dozens of new ethnic groups competed for statehood or irredentism.?’ Timothy Snyder echoed

that view when arguing that nationalist war had become “endemic” with the end of the Cold

War.*® With these factors at play, the intervention drive was still mostly veered towards quelling

26 Tomas Kavaliauskas, Transformations in Central Europe Between 1989 and 2012: Geopolitical, Cultural and
Socio-economic Shifts (Plymouth: Lexington Books, 2012), 36-38.

27 Anne Orford, "Muscular Humanitarianism. Reading the Narratives of the New Interventionism", European
Journal of International Law 10, (4) 1999, 679- 711, 691. Se also Orford, Reading Humanitarian Intervention:
Human Rights and the Use of Force in International Law (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 4.

28 Wertheim, “A Solution from Hell”, 150.

2 Stephen Van Evera, “Hypotheses on Nationalism and War”, International Security 18 (4), 1994, 5-39.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2539176. Also discussed in Bruce Gilley, “Against the Concept of Ethnic Conflict”, Third
World Quarterly, 25, (6) 2004, 1155-1166.

30 Jack Snyder, From Voting to Violence: Democratization and Nationalist Conflict (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 2000), 17.
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emergencies, and recalling the Wilsonian right of minorities that positioned the intervention
also as a mediator in local ethnicity politics, and commitment to the separation from
socialist/communist regimes.

This geopolitical anxiety played a crucial role in rendering the war in Yugoslavia in the
immediate region a key symbolic divide of the post-Cold War world between the old “order”,
nationalist and authoritarian, and the new, transnational model of liberal democracy, as
historian Chip Gagnon has argued.’' The “international expectations” of abiding by global
liberal democracy triggered contradictions.? For instance, the Romanian government was, at
the time, one of Slobodan MiloSevi¢’s closest allies, and it was to Serbia that lon Iliescu made
his first official visit abroad in 1990.

Yet, Ivan Krastev’s argument that the war and Yugoslavia's dissolution in the 1990s
represented a radical shift in the separation between liberals and nationalists for the broader

area, is more insightful.*?

The partnership between the two came to an end during the Yugoslav
wars, he argues. This perspective shaped the normative understanding of belonging to global
democracy that coincided with the Yugoslav wars and led to an internal debate about state
responsibility and democratic expectations for the neighbourhood’s countries facing the age of
post-Soviet-American rivalry.>* It was a debate about if and how the countries in the region
should be concerned with developments along their borders, also for the greater liberal good.

Debates in Romania at that time show that instead of a split between the nationalists and

the pro-liberals, more complex conservative appropriations and co-options of liberal principles

31 Chip Gagnon, The Myth of Ethnic War: Serbia and Croatia in the 1990s (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004),
67.

32 The phrase is used by the Minister of Former Affairs of Romania in 1992 and 1993 when the role of the
government was being discussed. See Romdnia Liberd, January 2, 3, 1992. BCUB BUZ 1387, vol. 11.

33 Ivan Krastev and Stephen Holmes “Central Europe is a lesson to liberals: don’t be anti-nationalist”, The
Guardian, 2018. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jul/1 1/central-europe-lesson-liberals-anti-
nationalist-yugoslavia-poland-hungary. Last accessed September 11, 2021.

3 Gyorgy Toth, “Public Memory in US Transatlantic Relations from the Late Cold War through the 1990s”, in
Krystof Kozék, Gyorgy Toth, Paul Bauer, Allison Lynn Wanger, eds., Memory in Transatlantic Relations: From
the Cold War to the Global War on Terror (London: Routledge, 2019), 56-83.
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were the most notable outcome of the war.?® In this sense, nationalists found a space in the
conservative critique of the international context of US and Western dominance. For liberals,
the prospect of partaking militarily or politically in the conflict in Yugoslavia to defend
vulnerable groups was about the extent to which a “proper” liberal political culture could work
to confirm that the state was ready to show a belief in Europe.® But these lines were easily
crossed and came to be shared by different groups. Consequently, instead of a split between
liberals and nationalists on the political spectrum, the Yugoslav war moment showed how a
triumphalist perspective about the newly acquired sovereignty could easily play into wider post-
Cold War divides.*’

Consequently, the favourite interpretation of Ion Iliescu, the Romanian social democrat
president at the time, was to attribute the Yugoslav conflict and nationalism to the mutations of
the socialist doctrine transnationally, after Mikhail Gorbachev’s glasnost reforms.*® Disputes
over ethnicity were often presented as a negative consequence of the disappearance of older
socialist internationalism, especially in the NSF party rhetoric, which was slow to break with
the Soviet construct. Public concern was less with broad ideals of human rights and more with
what actions needed to be taken to prevent these calamities from happening elsewhere, and the
NSF party discourse also stressed this need for “peaceful” coexistence with the rebellious state
across the border. Furthermore, within a new liberal universe, the Yugoslav dynamic in the
region mobilized a host of debates about interpretations of sovereignty, internal doubts about
unresolved situations and a stark display of Cold War geopolitical logics.*® This reluctance to
discuss territorial ethnicity in terms of the need to protect co-nationals can be read in former

president Ion Iliescu’s statement that stressed that ethnicity was not relevant to the Yugoslav

3 Joan Pascu, “Romania and the Yugoslav conflict”, European Security, 3 (1) 1994.

36 Marian Chiriac, “Interventia NATO in lugoslavia”, Sfera Politicii, 70/99, 16-19, 17.

37 A point also made in 2018 by Ivan Krastev. See Krastev, Holmes “Explaining Eastern Europe”, 120.

38 Although in the early 1990s, the rapports between Gorbachev and Iliescu were warm, and created irritation in
the Romanian public opinion. See Ion Goia, “Tngeléciune si badjocura”, pg. 5, Flacara, July 17, 1991. BCUB.

39 Richard Ullman ed., The World and the Yugoslav Wars (New York: Council on Foreign Relations, 1996), 1-9.
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conflict: “Muslims were also Serbs, so the civil war thesis was false”.*’ Such framing of the
concept reduced the severity of histories of authoritarianism and oppression of minority groups
for those in power.

At the same time, the conflict was also a useful trope in internal Romanian politics
concerning ethnicities. If Iliescu was accommodating abroad, he was quick to point to any
ethnic claim as a threat (for further discussion see chapter 5). Gabriel Andreescu, a Romanian
human rights lawyer involved in nationalist disputes with the Hungarian community in the
1990s, stressed the need to consider how the Hungarian debate would be affected by rebellious
rights of ethnicity at a time when the Hungarian minorities were siding already with Croatia.*!
Fittingly, several projects run in support of Serbian refugees by prominent NGOs, like the
Societatea Academica Roména (Romanian Academic Society), emphasized the protection of
citizen rights and identity politics of the ‘re-learning of democracy’.*?

It was a type of conservatism that did not look that bleak in Eastern Europe. In the 1990s,
humanitarianism was more present than ever in Eastern Europe because of local debates on
territoriality and ethnicity, which were partly the root of the nationalist resurgence and partly
triggered by the identity question in the aftermath of the Cold War. Scholars have discussed the
Yugoslav wars in a myriad of ways, but primarily focusing on questions of ethnonationalism
(in the region) and genocide.* These situations put the Social Democrat Romanian government
in difficulty at a time when they were attempting to distance themselves from the spectre of
ethnic nationalism. Questions of ethnicity and minority rights, of borders and national

sovereignty and a different conception of solidarity had to be reclaimed from their socialist

40 Ton Niescu, Fragmente de Viata Si de Istorie Trdita (Bucharest: Editura Litera, 2011), 24-26.

41 Gabriel Andreescu, “Universal Thought, Eastern Rights: Scrutinizing National Minority Rights in Romania” ,
in Magda Opalski and Will Kymlicka eds., Can Liberalism Be Exported? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001),
34.

42 “Report”, Activities 1990, Societatea Academica Roména, 1995.

43 Cathie Carmichael, “Genocide and Population Displacement in Post-Communist Eastern Europe”, The Oxford
Handbook of Genocide Studies, 10 (2012), 1-14. https://doi.org/10.1093/0xfordhb/9780199232116.013.0026;
Walling, “Human Rights Norms, State Sovereignty, and Humanitarian Intervention”.
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roots. In this context, the Romanian Social Democrats were actively looking to reconcile the
support for minorities, seen as a prerequisite of liberal internationalism, and their own identity
politics, which were otherwise repressive. In official discourses, the respect for human rights
or political principles of humanitarianism was often presented as complex or too demanding
and as an uncharted form of imposition of a “Western” political project.** Such views also
calibrated the debate about US interventionism.*’

The fact that governments in the region were expected to become active defenders and
enforcers of humanitarian principles was part of the perception of the Yugoslav context. The
possibility to join transnational institutions (such as NATO), high on the government's agenda
at the time, helped provide a narrative of the conflict.* Yet, historian Chip Gagnon makes the
case that ethnic nationalism and territorialism were terms that also functioned as proof of the
region’s backwardness in terms of the “democratic transition” of 1989.4” Most frequently, the
conflict was readily defined as a form of “quagmire”; commentators imputed blame for
hindering the re-ordering of liberal democracy on “age-old antagonisms”, “ancient hatreds”,
and “Balkan ghosts”.* The European perspective was also important, although much of the
Romanian public opinion zeroed in on the US perspectives. Political scientist Nadége Ragaru
points to prominent voices among European intellectuals against the war who argued that
“Europe as a civilization” was being “crucified” and “ten centuries of Europe” were being
sacrificed to the war.* This dynamic shaped the political spectrum. The “Western” debate on

Yugoslavia and later intervention saw journalists question the “colonial” impetus behind these
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actions. Others wondered to what extent these narratives hid the civilizational tones that were
being imposed on Eastern Europe. Faced with these debates, at a time when governments in the
region were struggling to understand their own role, one element brought them closely together:
namely, the belief in a success of democracy.

The general position in Romanian public opinion, to which there was little opposition
and was shared by many at the time, was that the Yugoslav wars were a turning point of
anticommunism and its corollary, democracy. Nadége Ragaru has commented on this binary
that shaped the thinking on the war in Yugoslavia in France in the immediate post-Cold War
years, where “communist totalitarianism acted as a negative unifying force, around the war.”*°
The general perspective was that of a struggle between communism and democracy.’! From
this perspective, everything should have gone as planned in the new “democracy”, but older,
local feuds (provoked by nationalist passions) jeopardized this project after the war in
Yugoslavia. The descent into war in the Balkans seemed to be a logical and almost inevitable
progression of the neglect of minorities under “state socialism”, as socialist thought held
ethnicity to be a “backwards” political concept that opposes the modernizing project.

Nevertheless, this fraught political context was determined not only by the politics of
the moment, but also by the wider cultural and social narratives circulating about the Yugoslav
wars. Those, even more so than the politics of the time, were diffuse, blending history, memory,
politics, and narratives about democracy. In Yugoslavia itself, this climate operated through the
same mechanisms. Arguably, the Yugoslav conflicts were the product of the late brand of
MiloSevi¢’s and Tudjman’s nationalisms along with concerns about the state's self-

determination and sovereignty dating back to the founding of the “first Yugoslavia” in 1918.%>
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But the interpretation of the war in exclusively ethnic terms, as a “struggle” of regional
nationalisms>® following the end of the Tito regime, and against multicultural liberalism was
dominant in the 1990s.>* Other causes, having to do with the political dynamics within the
Yugoslav Communist Party, the global demise of the socialist economies, and the rise of global
economic demands, to name just a few, were equally important, but had little place in the
dominant narratives. MiloSevi¢’s ‘nationalism’ was defending a federal state (including against
‘greater Serb’ nationalists) while Tudjman was the strongest ‘liberal nationalist’ opponent of
Yugoslavia (though likewise against UstaSe fascism); he was also a historian and former
partisan and communist dissident (of Josip Broz Tito’s generation).”® To him, MiloSevié’s
policy was therefore imperialist.>®

In this context, ethnicity was a problematic but necessary concept, because of the value
and the weight that identity politics and the protection of minorities have for liberal politics.>’
It represented a local concern for the former “Easterners”, as it stood for a rejection of socialism
and against the legacy of state socialism. Inherently, it turned into a terrain of populist posturing.
Often, the Romanian Social Democrats defended the reluctance to engage with the Yugoslav
conflict and debates on ethnicity as an attempt to defend the state's stability.’® They reframed
accusations of nationalism into a discourse on ethnicity that strengthened the liberal consensus
of the 1990s. “Performing” these discourses of integrating minorities in the new political sphere
also meant that identity politics represented a liberal and emancipated form of political

behaviour, part of Western cosmology.
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Furthermore, claims of recognition of ethnicity often avoided overt nationalisms and
were often presented as a concern with self-expression and group identity. In discourses and
opinion pieces, ideas about the protection of ethnicities, following a liberal humanitarian script,
eased a “nationalizing” perspective about sovereignty, lost territories or kinships that were
neglected because of the post-Cold War circumstances, but also maintained a type of limit in
the type of narratives put forward. This was not only proper to the Romanian debates at the time
but also to the rhetoric put forward by the NSF party in power. Similar dynamics were visible
elsewhere: for instance, there was a mix of references to a “Slavic solidarity” in the Polish press,
which implied that the post-1989 transformation was not enough reason enough to destabilize
old ties, and that had little to do with ideological changes. The liberal Gazeta Wyborcza
referenced the “fratricide” which threatens to transform the war into an omen of faulty post-
1989 politics and threaten the reconciliatory progress brought by the regime change.>’

For Romanians, the debates about ethnicity and principles of humanitarian
internationalism and abiding by the liberal order were exacerbated also by the fact that another
conflict was brewing at the border. When the independence of Moldova in 1990 triggered a
protracted dispute between Romanian- and Russian-speaking minorities in Transnistria (the
border area between Moldova and Russia) it led to an armed intervention by the (still then)
USSR, sparking anxious debates about national territory and ethnicity. The Romanian press
defined the Transnistrian conflict as a fight for our “brothers”, underscoring kinship based on
ethnicity. Like the USSR, the Romanian government maintained its neutrality in Transnistria
at first, but later became directly involved in supporting the Romanian-speaking group in the

area.®® By the end of 1991, the Romanian government supplied weaponry, ammunition and

1)

% Zdislav Bieganski, Joanna Szczutkowska, “Polish Public Opinion Toward 1999 Bombing of Yugoslavia’
Istorija 20. veka, Institute for Contemporary History, Belgrade, 2017, 9-28.

0 In 1942, a Romanian census established that the population of Transnistria was about 2.5 million in the territory,
which, apart from its administrative centre in the port city of Odessa was divided into small villages and a
compound of ethnicities. Most were Ukrainians, Germans and Romanians. See Solonari, Purifying the Nation,
341.
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armed vehicles, and volunteers from Romania fought on Moldova’s side. ®! Concerning
Transnistria, the preferred strategy was to pose as the protector of a group against Russian
aggression. In Transnistria, for instance, by pitting Ukraine against Romania, the Romanian
government stood as a defender of a minority group, against the Soviet Union.

In Romania, the perception and reception of the war in relation to both Transnistria and
Yugoslavia relied on selective narratives. This memorial mobilization reinforced selective
narratives of the Second World and the socialist system. In a triangular relationship with the
transnational focus on liberal democracy of the decade, these angles bolstered, rather than
nuanced, selective representations of history. The war was not about the radical modernization
project of socialism, but in fact echoed the conservative ideas of sovereignty of interwar
liberalism — and nationalism- following the First World War. As historian Holly Case has
argued, there had been a sense of socialist federalism among the countries in the region, and
this emerged in the early 1990s as a political mirage which could perhaps be mobilized to
respond to the challenges of international liberalism. The reinterpretations of these in relation
to the demise of the “federation” also shaped the memorial narratives resurrected by the
conflict.%?

The following two sections show how these political notions of ethnicity and
sovereignty interacted with the inchoate debates on collective memory in the 1990s and how
these framed discourses about the Second World War. The histories emerging at the time were
selective and deeply politicized, and the urgency of political concerns influenced what histories
were relevant and, more often than not, which should be silenced. In this context, new narratives
about the two territories, the Banat and Transnistria, emerged. In the 1990s, the “nationalizing”

perspective on the two Romanian regions touched by those conflicts, the Banat (partly

! Theodor Tudoroiu, “The European Union, Russia, and the Future of the Transnistrian Frozen Conflict”, East
European Politics and Societies 26, 1 (2012), 13561, https://doi.org/10.1177/0888325411404885.
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belonging to Yugoslavia) and Transnistria (in the USSR at the time) was a cultural narrative
often invoked at the time together with more progressive ideas about the protection of
minorities. Public opinion largely ignored past problematic aspects. The Banat, the border
territory shared by Yugoslavia and Romania, had been during the Second World and after, the
subject of a “Romanianization” policy.®® Transnistria, the “military colony”, or province, as
Romanian authorities called it during the short time it belonged to the Romanian state, was the
location of the Holocaust deportations of 1941-1944 organized by the Romanian government
and also of interest for national discourses.®* These past histories did not fit the political
narrative about the two wars on the borders in the 1990s, which were dominated by a discourse

on the defense of minorities, on the one hand, and Russian aggression on the other.

3. The Benign Memory of the Waffen SS

One of the ambiguous subjects that shaped the politics of memory in Romanian public
debate during the 1990s wars was the Romanian minority in the Banat. Its exclusion from
Serbian society was at times a topic of confrontation in the early 1990s, but it did not match the
scale of the emphasis on the Hungarian community. Instead, a different angle emerged around
the groups in the Banat, namely that of a heroic resistance of those in the region against Serbian
nationalism, which thus underscored the place of the Banat in the image of the “extended”
Romanian territory.

Indeed, the memory of a mythical resistance during the Second World War emerged
seamlessly. In March 1992, the Romdnia Libera daily ran a column about a certain P. Pavel

who mobilized the Romanian population in Serbia and emphasized its past oppositional

3 Haynes, “‘A New Greater Romania’?”, 68.

6 Vladimir Solonari, “A Conspiracy to Murder: Explaining the Dynamics of Romanian ‘policy’ towards Jews in
Transnistria”, Journal Journal of  Genocide Research 19 (1), 2017, 1462-3528,
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credentials.®® The article referred to a time at the beginning of the war, when by May 1940,
there were tensions between Romanian and Yugoslav troops in the border regions. Particularly,
the Timoc region saw various clashes caused by the fact that the states were on opposing sides
of the war. In the 1990s, that history became one of victimhood and opposition, although these
groups had been targeted because of the pro-Axis propaganda of the Romanian Iron Guard,
which was very active in the region and among those living there.® Incidentally, the very person
referenced in the article was part of a group established seventy years prior in the Banat as an
Iron Guard organization.%” The Iron Guard activity partly explained the Partisans' interventions
in the area.’® The story of the local Romanian groups' victimhood in the Banat flourished
without considering that this symbolic opposition belonged to the political far right. As Rebecca
Haynes has shown, the Banat was the central laboratory of an ethnic bond and a haven for the
Romanian Iron Guard reorganization after the January 1941 rebellion.®’ Timocul was published
by the Romanian community in the Timoc valley and during the interwar all through the end of
the war, and led a consistent campaign for incorporation of the area into greater Romania.”
The long-standing “national” narratives of dissent against oppression also emerged in
the 1990s as an attraction to militarism (for instance, the debate about Marshall Ion Antonescu’s
legacy outlined in chapter 2), and the military control of borders. Also, following the events of
1989, the Romanian Army enjoyed a positive reception, and militarism was not foreign to the
spirit of the 1990s. There was social trust and political acumen in military imagery and
symbolism, guaranteeing that the state still had a pillar of stability and prestige. At the same

time, it matched a rather patriarchal and conservative discourse about societal roles, which
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emerged from state socialism and carried further. Certain histories were explored because they
provided new repertoires of opposition and sovereignty (often extolling masculinist ideals of
competency or honour) and also worked to retrieve individuals and episodes that had been
silenced under state socialism.

Among these portrayals were officers in the First World War, at the outbreak of the
independence movements in the region. This was a relevant topic in the context of the new
realignment of society and polity after 1989. Some of them emerged at the time in response to
the visibility of the Yugoslav wars and pointed to the difficult dilemmas that members of
minorities had to face. For instance, one such story was that of Artur Phleps, a decorated
Romanian officer in the First World War and commander of a mountain corps until 1941 in the
Romanian Army. In the Second World War, he joined the SS. It was a reaction to the
unsuccessful tactics concerning Nazi Germany practised by King Carol II, which culminated in
the territorial losses of 1940 (losses that triggered Romania’s involvement in the war and the
Romanian Army joining Operation Barbarossa). Between 1940 and 1941, he ran the
Transylvania recruitment campaign for a unit that later became the 2nd SS Panzer Division Das
Reich and led the Prinz Eugen unit, fighting in Yugoslavia. The Prinz Eugen unit, whose
conscripts included a substantial number of Romanians of German ethnicity, acquired such a
reputation for violence through the fiercest interventions against the Partisans that even the
German occupation forces in Croatia complained.”! His biography came up in the context of
the persecution of Germans in Transylvania after the Second World War. 7

However, in the context of the geopolitical anxiety of the 1990s, Phleps’s full biography
was absent from the public debate, beyond his contradictory positions. In 1940, Bukovina and

Bessarabia were annexed by the USSR due to the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact. In that summer,
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joining the Waffen SS and the Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle (the Waffen SS — VoMI)- its racial
arm - might have seemed a question of vocation, but for the Bessarabians and the soldiers from
Transylvania it was a question of citizenship.”> However, Phleps stood out in this collaboration
due to his ties with the Handschar unit (made up of Croatian allies of the SS, including Boasnian
Muslims, targeted explicitly by Hitler) in eastern Bosnia in the summer of 1943.7* The fact that
the commander of the Prinz Eugen unit, Artur Phleps, was nevertheless a highly regarded
Romanian officer (who had also earned the sympathy of many by critiquing the authoritarian
streak of King Carol II after 1938) did not escape the Partisans. They often collided, even after
August 1944, with Romanian authorities, because of this issue. The Yugoslav State
Commission for the Determination of the Crimes of Occupiers and their Collaborators
investigating the Prinz Eugen singled out Phleps as the main culprit, especially for the Niksi¢
massacre in Montenegro.”> Taken prisoner by the Soviet Army in September 1944, he was
executed in swift retribution.”® Phelps was also tried posthumously during the Nuremberg trials
for collaborating with the VoMI in population resettlement and for recruitment for the Waffen
SS.”

That type of uncertainty endured to more recent times. For instance, more recent articles
on Phleps’ biography emphasize his joining the Wehrmacht due to his disagreement with the
direction of Romanian royal politics at the beginning of the war (ceding the Northern territories,

primarily), but emphasized him being a “brilliant general”, caught in the spiderweb of
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circumstances.’® This example shows how the silences of memory of the 1990s, primarily
triggered by the care with portraying ethnicity as part and parcel of the humanitarian liberal
debate, primarily oriented towards the exterior, and a fierce nationalism within, cast a long
shadow. Although the debates over the past and collective memory opened up more nuanced
understandings of perpetrators, Phleps’ role in the military anticommunist intervention in
Budapest in 1919, which deposed the Hungarian USSR-backed Bela Kun government was
particularly emphasized.” The article highlighted that as head of the Army in 1942, he appealed
to Serbian civilians to aid the German armed forces in stopping the communist groups. Other
articles emphasized the inevitability of accepting these political sides, given the difficult
predicament of Germans in Transylvania.®® It was a fitting narrative for the 1990s when a
relatively apolitical peace disturbed by wars was the preferred image and when the German
community's victimhood was the common interest around the area.

The debate on ethnicity which purposely tried to avoid ideological framing shows how
such contested histories never really emerged in the public discussion of the 1990s. The history
of political opposition against the Yugoslav authorities, like the post-1944 resistance against
Tito, also hid the fact that the Serbian Banat continued to be indispensable for narratives about
the nation in the postwar years for the Romanian Dej regime. Already in 1991, a newspaper
piece was discussing the intervention of the Romanian Army in the Banat in evocative terms,
when praising veterans, and depicted with animosity the contacts between the Romanian Army

and the Partisans after the Romanian government left the Axis on August 23, 1944.%!
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4. Nationalizing Transnistria

The same “geopolitical” angle on the other conflict happening at the country’s borders,
in Transnistria, suggests similar memorial blank spots that have persisted since the 1990s.
Transnistria was a conflict less visible than Yugoslavia, but with equally extensive
ramifications. Confronted with an independent state of Moldova and an apparent ethnic conflict
between Romanian and Hungarian-speaking groups, Transnistria turned into a battle front
between the Russian Army and several countries, including Romania. In press and political
discourse, the issue had an ethnic undercurrent, centring on a narrative that opposed “Slavs” to
the “Romanian-Moldovan” aggression.®?

The memorial aspects of this war are as complex as those related to Yugoslavia because
in 1990 the conflict went almost unnoticed in Romania. But when it did feature, nothing of the
history of this stretch of land seemed to make it through. By the end of 1990, the conflict had
claimed almost a thousand victims, and the war turned into an opportunity for local nationalism
in Romania: “stop the butchers” and “our brothers” were the titles running on the front pages
of newspapers.®® The Social Democrat government stood accused of avoiding bringing the
conflict into the spotlight. The afterlife of this conflict was, rather, reduced to seeing the USSR
intervention as an indirect “Russian” aggression on Romanian territory and was reduced by the
Romanian media and international outlets to a Russian, Cold-War-style paradigm
intervention.®*

This memory did not do justice to the conflict’s complexity and the entanglements of

perpetratorship and victimhood. The history of the Second World War was crucial in this

respect, because Transnistria, a stretch of land on the USSR's borders populated by a mix of
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Romanian, Ukrainian and German (Volksdeutsche) populations spread out in small and
intercultural villages, changed with the war. The Romanians were a minority®® amidst a
predominantly German community sent here during the 17" century as colonists or settled here
from elsewhere in the Soviet Union as part of Stalin’s population politics.®®

Transnistria was a “gift” by Adolf Hitler to the Romanian regime of Ion Antonescu as
a “militarie kolonie ”, between 1941 and 1944. That legal status also created the conditions for
it to be the epicentre of the Romanian Holocaust, with conservative estimates pointing to around
370000 members of the Jewish community dying there, next to communists and other prisoners
of war. ¥ It was integrated, again, into Soviet territory, in 1945.%% Thus, the history of
Transnistria has been one German-Romanian collaboration, on the one hand, and Russian
occupation, on the other. The two historical realities shaped the reception and debate over the
war at the time of the conflict only in relation to the second interpretation.® If the Yugoslav
wars mobilized accounts of an immediate threat, Transnistria brought up (ethnic)nationalist
angles that were uncomfortable given the tenor of the times. Its role and history were
consequently minimized in public debates, especially by the liberals. The conflict in
Transnistria was about a narrative of belonging that never integrated the history of
perpetratorship of the Romanian government in the area. That silence, however, hid a more
complicated and transnational knot about “minorities” and perpetrators during the Second

World War, also heavily dependent on Cold War memory dynamics.
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Instead, the sense of persecution triggered at the time of the 1990s war relied on a deeply
rooted anti-Slav sentiment. The territory seemed thus to be in the organic fabric of the
Romanian nation-state, from which it had been illegitimately taken. Retaliations against
Romanians living in Transnistria followed the change of regime in 1944 and thousands were
deported to the Gulag. Their persecution was a vivid memory in the 1990s and supported many
of the nationalist narratives focussed on victimhood and saving the Romanian minority in the
region. Consequently, Transnistria re-emerged in public debates as a nationalist symbol and
conjured up a modernizing dimension in Romanian history. Romania, in this perspective, was
the “protector state”.*® From this rights-and-ethnicity angle, there was no alternative
interpretation.

A review of the discussions in the press at the time demonstrates that the political history
of this kinship and the history of the short-lived Romanian governance of Transnistria escaped
public debate further than this. As much as the role and the history of Romanian presence in
the region could have been brought forward, apart from the narrative of Russian aggression,
there were few traces of the longstanding links. The history of Transnistria as a Holocaust site,
for instance, was absent since it could have made the Romanian government into a perpetrator,
rather than a saviour state,”! a situation that primarily had to do with a lack of discourse on the
Holocaust more generally in Romania. This memorial blank spot has, apart from the reluctance
to discuss the Holocaust, also something to reveal about the codification of the war in
Transnistria, which has been a blend of nationalism, perpetratorship, and uncertainly assigned

responsibility.

% Solonari, Satellite Empire, 24-26.
o1 Jean Ancel, Transnistria (Bucharest: Atlas, 1998). Deletant, “Hitler’s Forgotten Ally, 23-30.
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5. The Colonial Quests for Purity

The attention to ethnicity had a long history in this context, specifically concerning the virtues
of the Romanian state as a “modernizer”. The way that the acquisition of Transnistria by the
Romanian state unfolded transformed it into a complex entanglement of nationalism and racial
politics in the region. It also signalled a form of “orientalist governmentality”, with superiority
and colonial tones, which had a deep influence on the memory of the war in the 1990s.°> While
the history of the region is intrinsically linked to the Shoah, historians of the Holocaust such as
Vladimir Solonari have shown that this was part of a wider story of the Romanianization and
nationalization policies which were already strong in the late 19" century and came to fruition
in the beginning of the 20™ century.”® “Romanianization”, a term conveying lon Antonescu’s
politics and thought focused on the economic acquisition of Jewish property, represented a
long-term process of the persecution of the Jewish community during the Second World War.
Transnistria became a prized territory for linguistic and population transfer, contributing to
stories about the essence of the nation and purity, which were instrumental for the Antonescu
regime. ** Inside the country, it entailed the confiscation of property and of jobs, and a
compulsory introduction of Romanians in Jewish-owned businesses.”” In Transnistria, the
means to this end were often economic and stressed the need to acquire, change, and modernize,
even through population transfers and social engineering.’® “Romanianization” was perhaps the
closest that Romanian political expression approached colonialism, with a rhetoric similar to

the nostalgic imaginaries of the extended Polish Commonwealth and Greater Hungary. Such

92 Solonari, 4 Satellite Empire, 98-100.

93 Solonari, Purifying the Nation, 123-38.
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% Ibid, 24.

% Liesbeth van de Grift, “Cultivating Land and People: Internal Colonization in Interwar Europe”, in Liesbeth van
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rhetoric exculpated any nationalist or aggressive intention attached to territoriality during the
Second World War and also shaped the absence of this memory of the war today.”’

Transnistria has always had a distinct geographical imaginary in Romanian
representations, particularly in this colonial mindset. Like the Banat, Transnistria stood between
“the two predominant discourses of European modernity: ethnic nationalism as the ‘natural’
paradigm of state-building and Orientalism as the ideology of European rule over ‘backwards’
peoples”.”® Soon after its incorporation, in 1941, sociologist Anton Golopentia was sent by the
Antonescu administration to gather information on the population and the ethnic interactions
and perform a census of the community.” Golopentia was the first to introduce the territory
into the mindset of the Romanian “kingdom”, as his activities received ample coverage in the
press, as he encouraged a particular viewpoint that the modernization of the region would
enhance the prestige of the greater Romania. Culturalist notions of the territory thus supported
political interests.!'®

More so than in the other “new” regions of Bessarabia and Bukovina, anthropological
and sociological inquiries, intense journalistic work on the Army's advance, and the
infrastructure introduced by the Romanian Army, focused on this territory. Photographer Willy
Pragher, for instance, a German refugee to Bucharest since 1933, joined the Army together with
the cohort of journalists to track not the military exploits but the “taming” of this territory.'%!

He shows the pride that the advancing Romanian Army to the East took in making the

7 A strong comparison can be suggested with the Germanization of Nazi-Germany-annexed Poland at the same
time. See Bradley Jared Nichols, The Hunt for Lost Blood : Nazi Germanization Policy in Occupied Europe, PHD
Dissertation, 2016.

98 Solonari, Purifying the Nation, 2.

9 Solonari, Satellite Empire, 101-102.

100 Haysleitner, “Romania in the Second World War, Revisionist out of Necessity”.

101 Willy Pragher is one of the well-known urban photographers of Central and Eastern Europe, primarily of
Bucharest, in the interwar. He specifically looked at urban inequality and the urban life. His extensive photo
archive of his work on documenting the transformation of Transnistria under Romanian rule is now in the
Staatsarchiv Freiburg.
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decentralized territory of Transnistria into an industrialized region. A substantial community of
intellectuals supported this perspective.

Among them, sociologist Sabin Manuild supported the territorial redefinition.!> A
leading (scientific) figure of the strong eugenics school in Romania, Manuila found the racial
politics of the Antonescu government to be an opportunity to “cleanse” the country of non-
Romanian ethnic groups after busying himself with larger eugenic purposes.!®® Manuild
belonged to a group of prolific eugenics specialists gravitating around the Revista de Igiena
Sociala (Review of Social Hygiene), founded in the 1920s, who initially worked on improving
the living conditions and limiting disease in the interwar period in the urban space. !°* By the
end of the decade of the 1930s, Manuila found a continuation of his work in the context of the
war. As a close advisor to Antonescu, his vision of racial politics was clear. To him population
exchanges would benefit the state and its economics and social fabric, and consequently
supported social engineering interventions in Transylvania, through population exchanges.!%’
There were also plans to move ethnic Romanians back at the expense of the German population
in Romania.'® He continued this by suggesting certain groups should have been moved to
Transnistria, so they could join their peers but also to refashion the social fabric of the territory

and replace the Jewish population.'” More generally, the notion of ethnic purity manifested in

his case by calls to move “foreigners” to neighbourhood countries.!® Such calls echoed German

102 Achim, “The Romanian Population Exchange”.
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resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-446713.
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Scholars and Ethnic Cleansing 1920-1945, ed. Michael Fahlbusch and Ingo Haar (New York, Oxford: Berghahn
Books, 2005), 139-54.
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politics on ethnicity and minorities, the expulsions of Jews and local populations from every
territory colonized and their replacement with more “compliant” German counterparts.'%

Ideas of modernization, a fixture of the cultural debates of the 1930s, influenced
positions in the campaign in Transnistria. For many, this colonial modernization project meant
the nation's advancement and implicitly defended the “Romanianization” policy as a necessary
homogenization of language and culture in the territory. Hitler offered the territory as a
bargaining chip in exchange for assistance in the Barbarossa campaign (the military invasion
of Soviet Russia in 1942). But the fact that the territory was incorporated as a “military colony”
was not without consequences. It confirmed, in fact, the idea that Transnistria was a form of
war “plunder”. In public debate, Transnistria represented either a territory that should be
modernized for the triumph of the Romanian state or a territory to be defended from the danger
of Soviet control. In the press and documents, Transnistria was acknowledged as a
“consolidation prize” for the territories of Bukovina and Bessarabia surrendered to the Soviet
Union following the partition of spheres of interest. The Romanian government explained its
participation in the Second World War through this territorial angle.

The area also had an extraterritorial character, outside the kingdom, that furthered its
“geopolitical” relevance. This was confirmed when Antonescu began defending the Jewish
population's deportations from the Old Romanian Kingdom as a type of political strategy. Such
pragmatism had been present in public debates for at least two decades. On December 16, 1941,
Antonescu gave the order to Grigore Alexianu, the governor of Transnistria, to deport the
Jewish population of Odessa, arguing there would be support for the Soviet troops. Alexianu

remembers:

19 Henry J. Gwiazda II, “The Nazi Racial War: The First Stage in Building the New Order in Poland”, The
Polish Review, 59, 4 (2014), 45-72. https://doi.org/10.5406/polishreview.59.4.0045.
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On November 13, 1942, Marshall Antonescu, pressured by the Ministry, at its turn pressured
by German politics, asks insistently that the Jews from Odessa be taken out by any means
necessary. They were told they (the Romanians) were in danger because Jews could help the
Russians when they arrived. They were saying Jews should be moved anywhere but they
should be taken out of Odessa, otherwise they will disrupt peace.'!°

Transnistria was thus an ideal space of expression for the nationalist and colonial
ambitions that found a voice in Antonescu's governance. The purification of the kingdom in
this lawless territory is present in survivors’ testimonies of disorder and the plundering of
Jewish deportees. Survivor Elmano Costiner speaks about the plunder of Transnistria by both
Romanian and German soldiers. Together with some family members, he survived in the small
town of Otaci (Atachi), on the border between Romania and Transnistria, due to the lack of
organization of the territory.'!! His depictions of abandoned and pillaged villages paint a picture
of a “no man’s land”, where many deportees roaming the area found a way to stay out of the
path of both Romanian and Nazi armies. Like that of many others who passed through
Transnistria, his testimony suggests a land important for both armies only as lebensraum, as a
territory to be conquered and used to benefit the national state.''? For the Antonescu
government, this territory was the epicentre of a process that was less about eliminating a
particular group and more about ensuring that the Romanian groups remained the privileged
ethnicity in the country. It was a defining element of Antonescu’s internal policy, where
Romanianization meant removing Jewish (and other non-Romanian nationals, to a lesser
extent) from privileged positions in law, business, and teaching. But the work was grounded in

a longer process and project of eugenics and modernization.

10 Original text: “La 13 noiembrie 1941, Maresalul Antonescu, asaltat de Statul Major, care la rindul sdu era
asaltat de politica germana, cere insistent sa scoata evreii din Odessa sub diferite forme. Le spunea ca sunt un
pericol, pentru ca acestia ar putea ajuta debarcarea rusilor. I se spunea ca pe evrei trebuie sa-I bage unde stiu numai
sd-1 ducd din Odessa, caci acestia vor tulbura linistea “Deposition Grigore Alexianu, fond Rechizitorii, Stenograme
ale Procesului unor criminali de razboi, no. inv. 3140, 72, SANIC, Bucharest.

1 “Interview Elmano Costiner USC Shoah Foundation” (Bucharest, 1999),
http://vhaonline.usc.edu/viewingPage?testimonylD=52639 &returnlndex=0%#.

12 Aristotle A Kallis, Fascist Ideology: Territory and Expansionism in Italy and Germany, 1922-1945 (London:
Routledge, 2000), 53-58.
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The fight for the development of the Romanian “nation”, while the war was raging,
inevitably also established a rivalry with Nazi Germany, and Transnistria was a crucial element.
So much so, that in Transnistria, the Romanian Army (and governance) came into conflict with
the SS, specifically around the SS's attempts to strengthen older German communities as
engineers, doctors were relocated in the area.!!> They resettled from other regions of Germany
to regions of the /lebensraum. Holocaust research tends to assign the chaos of Transnistria to
the mismanagement of the Romanian authorities, but in effect, there were competing
colonization efforts (that combined racialist and economic perspectives) between Romanian
authorities and the VoMI, the Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle. VoMI, the German NSDAP agency
retrieving the ethnic Germans in the outskirts of the Reich and organizing the lebensraum.''*
The agency took on Heinrich Himmler’s mission to locate “lost German blood” and return it to
the heimat. At the same time, this group could be used for the war efforts regionally and in fact
provided an incremental help to the military organization, the Sonderkommandos, and
particulary R, active in the USSR.'!®> The deep German roots of the territory posed problems to
the Romanian administration that subjected the territory to an aggressive Romanianization
policy.!'¢ Territoriality had a different meaning in the narratives of these two types of political
propaganda. For the RSha, it was a question of race. At times, the Romanian authorities clashed
and at times, converged with the ambitions of the Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle.

The position of Transnistria as a symbol of colonial modernization is also evident when

looking at the main rivalry in the area, with the authorities of the Ukrainian state. After the Nazi

113 Wendy Lower, Nazi Empire-Building and the Holocaust in Ukraine (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press), 172.

14 Aristotle Kallis, Genocide and Fascism: The Eliminationist Drive in Fascist Europe (London: Routledge,
2008), 186-188.

U5 T umans, Hitler’s Auxiliaries, 246.

116 Subsecretariatul de stat al Romanizarii, Colonizarii si Inventarului (The State Office of Romanianization,
Colonization and Inventory) was specifically designed to lead the strategy on population movements and the
ingrated administration of the new territories. It operated between 1940 and 1944, until its activity was taken over
by the new authorities. It shows an intense activity to relocate individuals and refugees from occupied territories
to lesser populated areas in the Greater Romania and a bureaucratic interest in new citizens. “Letters and notes,
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authorities refused to grant Ukraine an autonomous state, the Romanian Army held the upper
hand. Authorities assured the German government that there would be no reprisals against
Ukrainians, suggesting the interest to have as much control over the situation as possible.!!’
Documents in the archives of the Siguranta suggest a distinct concern with the OUN (The
Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists), more so than the spats with the Wehrmacht.''8
Consequently, the extermination of Jews in Transnistria, in particular, occurred amidst this
exacerbation of the nationalist discourses bordering on racism in Ukraine and Romania alike,
leading to frequent disputes around the position and the role of the Ukrainian community.'!
Numerous aggressive actions were perpetrated by the Romanian authorities, despite the
assurance that the Ukrainian authorities would not be subjected to reprisals.!?’ Ukrainian
nationalists were singled out for arrest, including Ukrainians not politically active but solely
suspicious because of their ethnic origin. Indeed, the OUN seemed to hold the Security Police's

attention at the time.

6. Ethnicity and Memory

The narrative about this ‘colonial conquest’, backed by a politics of ethnicity, changed
after 1944 as Transnistria was now a territory incorporated by the USSR and a reminder of a
shameful history of collaboration. The national ethnic dimension around Transnistria thus
disappeared in the context of the Cold War. The ethnic dimension, in which Romania, Germany
and Ukraine had interest, polarized the debate. Little of this history of nationalization made it
into public debate due to the complicated postwar Romanian-German relations at the height of

the Cold War. The late 1960s’ Ostpolitik changed this perpetratorship narrative concerning the

17 Andrej Angrick, “The Escalation of German-Rumanian Anti-Jewish Policy after the Attack on the Soviet
Union, June 22, 1941,” Yad Vashem Studies, 26 (1998): 203-238.
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Second World War between “East” and “West”.!?! In fact, the investigations on the machinery
of war in Eastern Europe were running in parallel to Nicolae Ceausescu’s policies, who by the
mid-1970s was actively encouraging the emigration of Germans who stayed on after the war,
through a secret understanding with Western Germany.'??

The lack of investigation, from both sides up to the 1960s, contributed to further
silencing. There had been, in fact, an unwritten amnesty on such cases as well, following the
1968 understanding between Nicolae Ceausescu and Willy Brandt concerning the immigration
of the German population (and the payments by West Germany to the Romanian state).!?* As a
result of the general context, proceedings against members of the Berlin Reich Security Main
Office and various Reich Ministries had to be discontinued. Interestingly, Bonn also prevented
prosecutors and police officers from investigating Eastern European archives for a long time,
presumably because of the hardship it would have caused for those opting to move to Germany.

Nothing substantial changed in the 1990s. The Germans in Transnistria were
remembered only through the repression inflicted by the communists in Romania. The only
change of the 1990s involved the perpetrator.'?* Prisoners of war from the Siberian camps were
all seen as heroes of an unfair reprisal based on their “Slavic ethnicity”.!*> Since the first such
targeted category was the German minority, the sympathetic liberal outlook on rights and
compensations for minorities for the abuse suffered from the USSR intersected with the

memorial debates concerning the war in Transnistria.
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The 1990s investigations into the Nazi past were also instrumental in this overall
memory politics, especially concerning the Volksdeutsche returning to Germany after 1991. A
remarkable case was that against members of the Nazi self-protection movement from the
Transnistrian city of Worms, who had emigrated to Canada and required new investigations by
the ‘Zentrale Stelle’ (The Central Office of the Land Judicial Authorities for Investigation of
National Socialist Crimes). Alfons Goetzfrid, born in the Transnistrian town of Rastatt, was
subpoenaed to testify in one of the late inquiries concerning “Sonderkommando R” (a military
unit hunting the Jewish population in the area). The trial led to the revelation that the 70-year-
old man had been on the payroll of the Reich’s terrorist group SS as Unterscharfiihrer.'?°
Goetzfrid was a typical case of those who joined the SS, hoping for a better life. When World
War II ended, he was captured by Soviet forces on 9 May 1945 and put on trial by the Soviet
Union in 1947. Gotzfrid was sentenced to 20 years at a work camp in Siberia. He was released
in 1958 and moved to Kazakhstan. He moved to Germany in 1991 where he got the German
citizenship through the program for “late repatriates” (Spdtaussiedler). In 1999, he was tried by
the First Major Criminal Division of the Landgericht Stuttgart and was the only participant to
be held accountable.!'?’

The post-Cold War dynamic also changed the regional responses, including in Romania,
where ethnicity was a sensitive topic of liberal legitimation and European legitimacy.!'?® For
instance, in 1995, when the Romanian government was discussing the first official apologies,
it was the German group that received them. The Foreign Affairs minister, Adrian Severin,
expressed his regret for what had happened in 1945, emphasizing that “geostrategy and political
mutations” at the end of the war caused the suffering, which was part of a broader “tragedy of

Romanians during the communist regime”.'?® Formulated on the date of the 50 anniversary of
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the deportations to the USSR, the Romanian government's apology suggests that in the early
1990s the history of the victimization of the German minority seemed to be part of European
reunification. Later that same year, during the German Foreign Affairs Minister Klaus Kinkel's
visit, the Romanian government offered apologies for the deportations of the Romanian
Germans to the Baragan area and the “selling” by the Ceausescu regime of the German minority
that wanted to move to the Federal Republic of Germany. A journalist, Constantin Severin,
reporting on the visit of the president of the German Democrat Forum in Romania in Bukovina,
Otto Exner, argues for the identification with a victimized minority by highlighting the unicity
of the deportations:

Then, after 1943, the representatives of this species, as a political animal, known by

specialists as homo sovieticus, organized massive deportations from the South of Bukovina,

as from all other regions in the country, to the coalmines of Siberia. They were transported

huddled together, in cattle cars, and many perished in these extermination camps, cross the
Urals, and cross the boundaries of the civilized world.'°

As they did not seem to contradict any canonical memory about the past, these
apologies supported a diffuse myth of an old Romanian presence and the historical belonging
of Transnistria to Bessarabia, hence the obligation to intervene in the conflict for ethnic re-
consolidation.

The debate about possible German precedence over other minorities emerged only
recently, around the German Democrat Forum, Grupul Etnic German (German Ethnic Group)
organization. Historians pointed to the fact that the German Ethnic Group was set up in
November 1940 (law no. 3884) for the distinct purpose of defending the German group against
any possible persecution in case Antonescu (who was to visit Berlin the following day) would

refuse to join the Axis.!*! The organization had been operating on a semi-legalized basis and
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was not criminalized. All members of the German community were sent to camps or arrested,
including Andreas Schmidt, sent to the Vorkuta camp and who later perished in the mines of
Donbas.!3? The property of GEG, confiscated by the communist authorities!**, also became a
topic of opposing narratives in the 1990s, with some arguing that it should be given back. It
was on equally challenged grounds with the Iron Guard's property and that of the Group (also
called Deutsche Volkgruppe), which both were simply passed on to the government post-1989.
After 1989, from successive understandings of the newly ordained organization of the
Democrat German Group with two prime ministers, the organization received assurances that
the property would be returned — including Jewish property or concessioner property from those
who refused to join the SS. These economic entanglements were not considered further,
although they were concerned with the presumed continuation between the same organization
pre-Second World War - the German Ethnic Group- and the postwar socialist version of the
community organization.

Nevertheless, these debates concerning the complicated position of the Romanian
Germans were separated from the 1990s’ perspective on Transnistria, which focused almost
exclusively on the notion of geopolitical angst and Russian aggression. As victims were being
singled out or emphasized as Romanian “brothers”, divided by Russia, much of the critical
perspective on Romanianization did not fit this reductive space of memorialization. The
historical memory of the region at the time was selective, and the war itself continues today to
be largely absent in Romanian debates,'** referencing simply a potential Russian aggression, if
it is mentioned at all. In 2015, the anniversary of the street clashes in Transnistria prompted

journalists in the area to lament the “erasure of the war” from Romanian collective memory.!*
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Similarly, contemporary iterations of the memory politics of the dissolution of Yugoslavia have
focused on the individual costs of a lingering conflict in the reconstruction process for Europe,

136 and have been otherwise practically absent from Romanian debates.

7. Conclusion

This chapter has examined two contested spaces at Romania’s borders, Transnistria and
Yugoslavia, and the different narratives that framed them in the 1990s as conflict engulfed both.
As the post-socialist space of debate was grappling with the emerging history and political
dynamics around ethnicities and minorities, selective histories framed these discussions. The
Romanian debates around Yugoslavia and Transnistria seemed to be driven by an attempt at
reframing particularly sensitive ethnic and territorial histories into stories of co-habitation, and
in part dissent and resistance, rather than analysing the much more complex politics of
perpetratorship. At the same time, debates in the public sphere were dominated by internal
concerns, focussed on the security and the fragility of the state. Some histories of minorities
were preferred over others, some were deemed directly problematic. In this sense, the wars in
Yugoslavia and in Transnistria can also be seen as “memory knots”, tying together old interests
and animosities of the Second World War, concerns of “second rate” citizens emerging out of
the Cold War, and enduring national images of sovereignty that had a long history. These also
were dominated by selectivities of memory, revisionisms and silences.

Consequently, the chapter has shown how narratives of the Second World War,
mobilized in the context of the 1990s wars in Yugoslavia, did not engage with a history of
perpetratorship or responsibility. The war in Transnistria spoke to both nationalist causes and

liberal narratives. They were, more often than not, attributed to the communist discourse on the

136 Catherine Baker, Race and the Yugoslav Region Postsocialist, Post-Conflict, Postcolonial? (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2018).
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Holocaust, which was focused on the Northern Transylvanian case. Similarly, the Yugoslav
wars are an equally blank spot in contemporary historiography and public debate, despite a long
history of shared socialist internationalism. Still influenced by a Cold War perspective, thinking
about the categories of victims in the 1990s emphasized those of the Cold War — and that meant
Germans rather than Romanians. Paradoxically, the narratives did not go against but often
incorporated communist propaganda on the Holocaust, which for the Romanian communist
historiography emphasizing autonomism was exclusively attributed to Hungary. In this angle,
the Romanian state was not a perpetrator, but a victim, one who also had to suffer because of a
glorified perspective on the “protection” of its minorities. Such framings contribute to

Transnistria still being a blank spot in the memory of the Holocaust.
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