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Romanian history, and it was intended to offer a new and revised historic view of 
Romanian communism.

While from a scholarly point of view this commission’s resources and visibility 
represented a great opportunity, from the political point of view, the desired effect, 
and the actual result, was a partial discrediting of political adversaries — most of all Ion 
Iliescu. The Commission revealed the links that leftist and extreme rightist politicians 
had with the communist nomenklatura, enhancing the image of President Băsescu in 
public opinion as a man who endorses transparency and is unafraid of examining the 
past, being “new” in politics — a characteristic that his adversaries could not claim.

rEFlECtInG on thE rECEnt conflict over IICCMER and on Tismaneanu’s trajectory 
in Romanian cultural life, two things come to mind. The first is that Gramsci’s state-
ment, “History is always contemporary, that is, political”, is still true, and is also 
true of historical writing. Historiography, once it spreads outside the less visible 
circles of academia, tends to become political argument, and historians — or po-
litical scientists, in this case — become political allies to some, and political enemies 

to others. Second, the conflict regarding IIC-
CMER confirms that the dependency of his-
torical scholarship on political power is very 
much present in contemporary Europe. And 
that dependency is one of the constants of Eu-
ropean historiography during the 19th and 20th 
centuries.5 In the process of establishing his-
tory as a profession, the allocation of resources 
has played a pivotal role. Political power has 
been able to offer both resources and prestige 

to those historians and institutions that were willing to create narratives that suited 
the project of political power. This made the fortunes of some schools of thought 
and some topics of research, while causing misfortune for others. 

Even if political interference with historical research is an everyday matter in 
contemporary democratic Europe, the battle for national history is probably fought 
in no other European country with as much passion, determination, and vehe-
mence as in Romania.

Certainly the speed with which research positions change according to the 
political winds is impressive. This feature of the relationship between politics and 
scholarship has several consequences for intellectual debate: the high rate of verbal 
violence and the acerbity of mutual accusations among intellectuals and politicians 
in Romania are surely unrivalled in Europe.

R
omanian cultural policy is a landscape that changes constantly according 
to political decisions. The fortune or misfortune of scholarly research on 
sensitive topics such as the history of national communism is primarily 
due to the possible outcomes that politicians foresee — and the conse-

quences affect the whole cultural field, including cultural projects, institutions and 
the lives of those who work in them. There is a clear tension between the freedom 
of scholarly research and the allocation of resources by political power. This ten-
sion became evident in Romania during the past decade, and was often highlighted 
by mainstream media, which contributed to making contemporary history, and the 
history of Romanian communism in particular, a hotly debated topic in the national 
public discourse.

Until May 2012, Vladimir Tismaneanu, professor of comparative politics at the 
University of Maryland, chaired the Scientific Council of the Institute for the Inves-
tigation of Communist Crimes and the Memory of the Romanian Exile (IICCMER), a 
public agency of the Government of Romania coordinated by the prime minister’s 
office.1 It was the newly elected Romanian prime minister Victor Ponta (center-left 
coalition) who relieved him of that position.

The Romanian government’s diktat brought about Tismaneanu’s 
resignation from the Scientific Council, a decision immediately fol-
lowed by other members.2 Vehement letters of protest were sent by 
members of other cultural institutions in Romania and abroad. One 
letter denounced the Ponta government’s attempts to discredit the 
Institute’s work and to “politicize the activity of IICCMER”.3 Another 
letter, signed by seven IICCMER researchers, denounced the overt 
death threats addressed to them by an unnamed department head at 
IICCMER, and pointed to the defamation campaign and gross mysti-
fication carried out to discredit the IICCMER’s activities from 2010 to 2012,4 during 
Tismaneanu’s leadership of the Institute.

VlAdImIr tISmAnEAnU WAS appointed chair of the Scientific Council of IICCMER by 
the Romanian prime minister Emil Boc (center-right coalition) in 2010. Tismaneanu 
was chosen to lead the Institute because of his solid reputation and his leading 
role in coordinating the Commission for the Study of the Communist Dictatorship 
in Romania in 2006. That commission’s Final Report was published in 2007 by 
Humanitas Publishing House; the electronic version was posted on the Romanian 
Presidency’s official site on December 18, 2006. The activities of the Commission 
were condoned by the Romanian president at the time, Traian Băsescu. Its mem-
bers included well-known domestic and international experts on several aspects of 
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The American political scientist Charles King, in a critical review of the Final 
Report of 2006, claimed, “Few professors have biographical entries on Wikipedia. 
Fewer still have theirs blocked from further anonymous editing after becoming 
boards for hate speech.”6 Tismaneanu’s Wikipedia entry was vandalized several 
times by anonymous individuals, and hate speech directed towards his person (in 
all forms, from satire to defamation) is posted on the Internet by intellectuals, jour-
nalists, and politicians.

These insults and defamations are clear attempts to intimidate Tismaneanu and 
to question the work he and his colleagues (including many researchers from IICC-
MER) are conducting on Romanian communism. Their work has entailed consider-
able problems for those responsible for the Romanian Communist Party’s societal 
control and repression, and for those contemporary parties whose links with the 
previous regime are evident.

In 2008, tISmAnEAnU denounced the “campaign against intellectuals” undertaken 
by influential voices in national mainstream media. Tismaneanu made his appeal 
to public opinion together with Gabriel Liiceanu, the founder and director of Hu-
manitas Publishing House, who has had a leading role in shaping Romanian cul-
tural discourse since the 1990s, and with Horia-Roman Patapievici, then the head 
of the Romanian Cultural Institute (he resigned last summer in protest against the 
Ponta government’s decision to downsize the Institute). On that occasion, Tisma-
neanu lambasted the “pathological intensity” with which the media disseminated 
“a toxic language” against intellectuals. Tismaneanu pointedly asked the confer-
ence audience, “How can you, expert in one domain, establish a dialogue with one 
who’s saying that you are an idiot and that you don’t know anything about these 
matters?”7 This “toxic language” was particularly intense in reference to Liiceanu 
and Andrei Pleşu, the philosopher and former minister of culture and of foreign af-
fairs.8 Here, according to Tismaneanu, “the most perfidious insinuation” was used 
“to delegitimize them ethically and intellectually”.9 During the same conference, 
Gabriel Liiceanu offered a striking image of this campaign, telling a joke about poli-
ticians who warn historians: “We won’t meddle in history — but don’t you meddle 
in politics!”10 According to some Romanian politicians, historians are too much 
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about vladimir tismaneanu

Vladimir Tismaneanu is a professor of comparative pol-
itics at the University of Maryland, where he is also the 
director of the Center for the Study of Post-Communist 
Societies. Between 1998 and 2004, Tismaneanu 
served as editor of East European Politics and Societies.

Born in Romania, Vladimir Tismaneanu grew up 
in a communist family. Both his parents fought in the 
International Brigades in the Spanish Civil War. In the 
1950s, his father was a party ideologue, his mother, a 
physiscian, taught at the Medical School in Bucharest. 
They fell into disgrace in the 1960s, but were nonethe-
less dedicated communists. Their son Vladimir, how-
ever, became a a critical intellectual opposed to any 
form of totalitarianism. He left Romania in the 1980s and 
settled in the US. He is a consistent anti-communist, as-
sociated with Tony Judt, and has written extensively on 

the crimes of his parents’ generation. His 
most recent books are Lumea secretă a 
nomenclaturii [The secret world of the no-
menklatura] (Bucharest 2012: Humanitas) 
and The Devil in History: Communism, Fas-
cism, and Some Lessons of the Twentieth 

Century (Berkeley 2012: University of California Press).

hIS InVEStIGAtIonS ArE biographical, ideological, and 
institutional, as demonstrated by his award-winning 
book Stalinism for All Seasons: A Political History of 
Romanian Communism (Berkeley, 2003: University of 
California Press).  Maybe this was the main reason why 
he was appointed by President Băsescu to lead the 
Presidential Commission for the Analysis of Communist 
Dictatorship in Romania, which presented its report in 
less than one year, a few weeks before Romania’s ac-
cession int the EU. The activity of the Commission led 
to an unprecedented opening of the Romanian archives 
and to virulent attacks from the far left and the far right. 
In March 2010, Tismaneanu was appointed head of the 
Scientific Council of the Institute for the Investigation of 
Communist Crimes and the Memory of the Romanian 
Exile IICCMER) – this was also a political appointment – 
by Premier Emil Boc. 

AlthoUGh tISmAnEAnU IS not a politician, he is very 
close to President Traian Basescu, especially on issues 
related to decommunization and the consolidation of 
the rule of law. And he has been very outspoken against 
politicians who were once members of the Commu-
nist Party (such as Ion Iliescu, Romania’s leader in the 
1990s) or extreme nationalists. Vladimir Tismaneanu 
was relieved of his position in May 2012 by the new 
prime minister Victor Ponta of the  Social Democratic 
Party (which has many former communists among its 
members). Ponta has rapidly fired a number of high-
profile academics associated with the Democratic 
Liberal Party, among them several of Tismaneanu’s 
closest colleagues.

Because of Tismaneanu’s Jewish background, much 
of the vulgar hate speech against him in Romania has 
anti-Semitic content. ≈

david gaunt

Professor emeritus, History
Södertörn University

Hate is what we direct against those who symbolize what we detest – in ourselves and in others.



do you think that optimism 
regarding europe and the 
Western world has ceased 
among intellectuals and 
public opinion because 
of the economic crisis? is 
it possible that allogenic 

factors, namely the neo-liberal politics of the center-right and the world 
crisis, favor “stalinism for all seasons”, reinforcing the endogenous factors 
of corruption and patronage?

“The austerity measures adopted in 2010 were inevitable, yet the Social Democrats 
and the Liberals, supported by Dan Voiculescu’s Intact media trust and its TV sta-
tions, especially Antena 3, presented them as a ferocious exploitation of the Roma-
nian people by soulless Western neoliberal institutions and their Romanian agents. 
There was a lot of genuine discontent in Romania that led to the riots of January 
2012. Non-violent protest is legitimate in any democratic society. The problem is 
when populist demagogues exploit and manipulate such popular discontent. In the 
summer of 2012, when the EU and the US State Department, through the US Em-
bassy in Bucharest, put pressure on the Ponta government to stop its assault on the 
rule of law, Crin Antonescu, the National Liberal Party leader and interim president 
during Traian Băsescu’s second suspension, engaged in and escalated a virulent 
anti-American and anti-EU rhetoric. Even some of Antonescu’s colleagues voiced 
disapproval of his irresponsible political fireworks.”

a recent study conducted by Florian banu11 shows that the majority of 
researchers who examine the securitate archive materials are concerned 
with studying the conditions for intellectuals under the communist regime. 
Why is intellectual history so strong in romania?

“The communist regime was an ideocratic system; ideology was the regime’s un-
derpinning. The dictatorship was based on the supremacy of its own interpretation 
of Marxism, codified in Nicolae Ceauşescu’s speeches. The regime used different 
methods to control, coerce, and co-opt the intelligentsia. Walking in Stalin’s and 
Mao’s footsteps, Ceauşescu fancied himself a great theorist. Some intellectuals 
dared to defy him, but the overwhelming majority chose collaboration or silence. 
This led to a need to compensate for past complicities. Since 1989, democratic intel-
lectuals have played a decisive role in formulating goals and programs for a nascent 
civil society. I think this fascination with the intellectuals’ files in the secret police 
archives is not specific to Romania. Think of the great Hungarian writer Peter Ester-
hazy’s discovery of his own father’s activities as an informer. Add to this the psycho-
logical effects of spectacular revelations about long-admired figures who turned out 
to have been less admirable than previously thought. At the same time, one must 
emphasize that many intellectuals, such as N. Steinhardt and I. D. Sîrbu, turned 
down opportunities to become accomplices of the regime and remained targets of 
permanent surveillance.”

during the 19th and 20th centuries, romanian cultural debate revolved 
around the definition of the romanian nation and of romania as a Western 
or an autochthonous country, and the communist period was no different 
in this respect. do you think that the battle over historical interpretation in 
contemporary romania can be still regarded in the light of romania’s geo-
political position and the search for a new definition of romanian national 
identity?

“Romania is now member of NATO and the EU. As the political scientist Ken Jowitt 
once said, membership in the EU is the best thing that has happened to Romania, 
and to Eastern Europe in general, in 500 years. Post-communist Romania has been 
a battlefield between liberal and illiberal visions of identity, traditions, belonging, 
loyalties etc. The late National Peasant leader, Corneliu Coposu, supported a civic-
liberal interpretation of national identity, opposed to any form of exclusive tribal-
ism. The same can be said about other political figures such as Traian Băsescu, Emil 
Boc, Valeriu Stoica, and Mihai-Răzvan Ungureanu (himself a historian). There are, 
of course, at the other end of the intellectual spectrum, voices that promote xeno-
phobia and exclusiveness, such as Corneliu Vadim Tudor and his Greater Romania 
Party. There are many blank spots that need to be studied, especially in Romania’s 
recent history. Self-serving narratives of perpetual victimization need to be demys-
tified. I think that the rise of a new generation of social scientists — I include histo-
rians in this category — has already resulted in a different perspective on the na-

interested in politics, but actually, most historians are simply doing 
their research as they should, and are not to blame if the names of 
contemporary politicians appear in the Communist Party archives as 
Party activists or supporters. Those who study the past become po-
litical enemies to those who would prefer to consider the past over 
and done with.

President băsescu appointed you head of the Presidential 
commission for the study of the communist dictatorship in romania. What 
does it mean to work for a Presidential commission?

“The topic and the Report have proved not only highly relevant, but also highly di-
visive. In more than one respect, Romania is a polarized country. Many people talk 
about the need for reconciliation, but how can reconciliation take place if nobody 
atones?

“The offensive against the Report has been very much the result of the opposi-
tion mounted by post-communist nostalgics, including former apparatchiks, for-
mer Securitate operators, and ultra-nationalists, united in a common front against 
a genuine reckoning of the past in Romania. President Traian Băsescu was sus-
pended in the spring of 2007 and, for a whole month, until a national referendum 
brought him back to the president’s office, the Final Report was deleted from the 
presidency site.

“To me, working for such a commission meant promoting values I deeply cher-
ish: truth, dignity, tolerance, and compassion for the victims. I believe in the unity 
of thought and action. Our philosophy, the Commission’s moral viewpoint, was not 
vindictive: the issue was to capture the truth, not to indict people. We embraced an 
antitotalitarian ethos, both antifascist and anticommunist.

“I want to emphasize that while there are opponents of the Report, there are 
also numerous supporters. The most important newspapers in Romania, signifi-
cant civil society associations, including the Group for Social Dialogue, and thou-
sands and thousands of citizens expressed solidarity with the Commission.”

are there historians who still approve of the political views of those political 
parties that more or less overtly oppose not only the activity of iiccmer, 
but also other institutions for the study of history, such as the national 
council for the study of securitate archives?

“Romanian political parties in general have no special interest in historical matters. 
To most of them, quite erroneously, the past is another country. Obviously, the 
parties least interested in addressing the traumatic past are those directly linked to 
the communist era, first and foremost the Social Democrats, whose honorary chair-
man is the former communist ideologue and two-time post-communist president 
Ion Iliescu. It was not pressure from political parties that convinced Traian Băsescu 
to appoint the Presidential Commission in April 2006, but rather the mobilization 
of civil society. IICCMER, as it functions now, is actually the result of a merger in 
the fall of 2009 between two institutes: one dealing with the communist crimes 
and one dealing with the Romanian exile. I became chair of the Scientific Council in 
March 2010. In May 2012, Prime Minister Victor Ponta ‘released’ me from this non-
remunerated duty and fired the executive president, professor Ioan Stanomir. This 
was the first decision in a series made by the Social-Liberal Union coalition govern-
ment that came to power in April 2012, culminating in the failed coup attempt in 
July 2012. I should mention the dismissal of the young historian Dorin Dobrincu as 
director of the National Archives and the forced resignation of the leadership of the 
Romanian Cultural Institute (ICR), headed by the philosopher Horia-Roman Pata-
pievici. Neither I nor my colleagues have endorsed a particular political party. Our 
only concern was the quality of scholarship, the expansion of publications, and the 
development of the institute as a major research center.”

“ The issue was to  
capture the truth, 
not to indict people.”

interview

From a conference arranged by 
the Institute for the Investigation of  

Communist Crimes and the 
Memory of the Romanian Exile 

(IICCMER), June 2011.
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tion than the one embraced by the more traditionalist predecessors. These younger 
historians, political scientists, philosophers and anthropologists contributed to 
the writing of the Final Report as a modern, rigorously scholarly document. Let me 
mention here two names, two historians with whom I co-edited the Humanitas ver-
sion of the Final Report, Dorin Dobrincu and Cristian Vasile.”

the year 1989 represented a radical change for romania, and also for the 
writing of national history. What is your perception of romanian post-
communist historiography?

“Historiography, more than any other epistemic field, has been a minefield. The 
majority of the older historians had collaborated with the Communist regime. (Da-
vid Prodan, Lucian Boia, Şerban Rădulescu-Zoner, Alexandru Zub, and Şerban Pa-
pacostea were rather the exception.) Some did so enthusiastically, others reluctant-
ly. Some became Securitate informers. Altogether, it is a pretty depressing record. 
Initially, immediately after the regime’s collapse, there was an effort to exorcize the 
demons of the past and to repent for the abdication imposed by the regime. How-
ever, with support from Ion Iliescu, the nationalist school resurrected quite swiftly 
and took over the main institutions, including the archives. One influential person 
was Professor Ioan Scurtu, Iliescu’s history advisor and one of the most adamant 
supporters of the national Stalinist paradigm. These people perceived the Final 
Report as a personal offence and responded accordingly: with slander, innuendo, 
and threats.”

some of the nationalist ideas present in romania in the ’90s were simply 
resurrected from the interwar period, or reimported by the émigré 
communities. However, several discursive features of nationalism were 
pioneered and developed by ceaușescu’s national-communist cultural 
policy, a political project that was stalinist in form and national in content. 
are these ideas still present in the romanian cultural discourse?

“Of course they are present and inform much of the public discourse, especially 
through the pro-USL television stations. Think of the obscene bombast accompa-
nying the national funerals for Ceauşescu’s court poet Adrian Păunescu, whom I 
described as the minstrel of dynastic communism. Or, more recently, in 2013, the 
glorification of the movie director Sergiu Nicolaescu, another official artist of the 
Communist regime, a mythmaker directly associated with the creation of the na-
tionalist saga. The illiberal nationalist project still has strong supporters not only 
in the USL, but in other parties as well. Let’s not forget the collectivistic impulses 
within the Orthodox Church.”

the official historiography of ceaușescu’s romania is often represented 
as monolithic body of loyal activists, bureaucrats, and party activists. is it 
possible to disrupt this monolithic image by looking at the biographies of 
the regime’s protagonists and at their different trajectories after 1989?

“In all fairness, the monolith was just a façade, as misleading as any other. Un-
derneath the monochrome surface, there were real conflicts, especially in the 
1960s. Some of those historians truly believed in the nationalist vulgate, bought 
into the party-sponsored mythologies. In some cases, this was linked to deep anti-
Western resentment. The late Florin Constantiniu is such a case, otherwise an 
interesting historian with a reportedly checkered past. Obviously, the bona fide 
historians — Florin Constantiniu, Dinu C. Giurescu, Şerban Papacostea, Apostol 
Stan — looked askance at the ideological apparatchiks from the Party History Insti-
tute and Ilie Ceauşescu’s Center for Military Theory and History. After 1989, these 
people could finally spell out their views and opinions. This explains Constantiniu’s 
bitter attack on the party historians Mircea Muşat and Ion Ardeleanu. Still, Constan-
tiniu himself was not a supporter of Western-style democracy, and expressed deep 
skepticism regarding lustration and other measures linked to decommunization. 
When I invited him to become a member of the Presidential Commission, he po-
litely declined, telling me that he did not want to join an ‘anti-communist chorus’.”

do you think that the seed you helped to plant will continue growing in the 
years to come in the same direction?

“I think the official condemnation of the communist dictatorship as illegitimate 
and criminal cannot be reverted. With or without me, there is a critical mass of 
Romanian intellectuals who would oppose such a disastrous return to the past. IIC-
CMER has excellent researchers who will continue their work, regardless of who is 
the president, director, etc. Think of the remarkable journal History of Communism 
in Europe, edited by Marius Stan and Corina Dobos (the latest issue has Bogdan C. 

Iacob as guest editor). It is not up to me to pass judgment on my tenure as chair of 
the Scientific Council. What we did, we did together, as a scientific team. The seeds 
are there and cannot be destroyed, even if some people may want that to happen. 
IICCMER is now integrated in the European network of major research institutes 
dealing with totalitarianism. It is a modern, vibrant community, mostly of scholars. 
Obviously, the fact that the Scientific Council resigned to protest abusive attacks 
against me and professor Stanomir does not help the researchers. I hope that this 
crisis will pass and IICCMER will be what it needs to be: the moral and scholarly 
flagship of Vergangenheitsbewältigung in Romania.”

thE EVEntS to WhICh Tismaneanu refers concern the political and cultural elite of 
Romania. But it is not just an elite-related problem that is at issue here. As he says, 
popular mobilization, which contributed to the revolution of 1989 and to the first 
democratic political change in 1996, encouraged and supported the process of 
dealing with Romania’s past. This resulted in various laws on lustration, in the “de-
mocratization” of archives, and in the development of studies on the past regimes. 
Many of the Romanians who suffered under one of the most repressive, grotesque 
and absurd dictatorships of the twentieth century now want to highlight the coun-
try’s open wounds, to speak of them openly, and to shed new light on the present 
state of the country.

But history is highly divisive, since it draws lines between the perpetrators of 
atrocities, repression, and control, and their victims. The victims may have been 
part of the apparatus of repression, neutral observers, or opponents of the regime. 
History offers understanding, revealing all the complexity of society during com-
munism, since victims and collaborators were usually close relatives, friends, or 
colleagues. Last but not least, history is divisive because the promises of 1989 have 
been dismissed, leaving some people with no other option but to cling to their long-
standing patron-client relationships.

This divisive character of history conflicts with the need for reconciliation in 
Romanian society. But this character of history is also a reflection of Romanian soci-
ety, which is divided by the past, by the conflictive memories, and by the ties in the 
present. ≈
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