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Abstract: Explanations for the relative silence of Romanian intellectuals be-
tween 1945 and 1989 vary, though all centre upon the regime’s ability to 
coerce and control intellectual circles through its repressive and manipulative 
tools, such as its political police (the Securitate), a nationalist discourse that 
equated opposition with betrayal and an incentive-based approach (economic 
and social benefi ts). While structural constraints as well as a particular nation-
alistic culture, explain the limited dissent, they do not account for why dissent 
happened at all. Th is article focuses on agency as well as context examining not 
just the factors that infl uenced dissent but also analyzing the various forms of 
dissent which occurred during communism. It takes a historical analysis ap-
proach and relies upon a dataset obtained through original, open-ended inter-
views with leading Romanian intellectuals and primary sources (i.e. memoirs, 
open letters) to explain and analyze intellectual dissent. Th e article argues that 
individual acts of dissent show that despite the sophisticated mechanisms of 
indoctrination, propaganda and control, the party’s ability to atomize society 
was not absolute. Such Quijotic acts provided society with reference points 
outside the sphere of the Party itself and the grey zone of ethical minimalism. 
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Th e relationship between Romanian intellectuals and the communist 
regime is a complicated, constant balancing act between collaboration, re-
silience and rebellion.1 Facing repression, censorship and surveillance, they 

1 Th e Intellectuals and the Communist Regime. Th e Stories of a Relationship, 4th Yearbook of 
the Institute for the Investigation of Communist Crimes in Romania, Iași: Polirom, 2009. 
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mastered the art of daily survival though “a mixture of resignation, suppression of 
dissatisfaction, random cunning, melancholy and humor,”2 combined with “well 
calculated submission, self-limited criticism, tactical control of a marginal profi le 
and intelligent use of opportunities.”3 Th e post-1945 “change of face”4 of Roma-
nian intellectuals ranged from compliance to writing informative notes for the 
Securitate.5 Unlike Central Europe, communist Romania had no equivalent to 
KOR or Charter 77, no collective action, no coalition between intellectuals and 
workers, no samizdat publications. But intellectual life in communist Romania 
was one of many nuances. Th ere were court poets who hailed the offi  cial dogma 
and exacerbated Ceauşescu’s cult of personality, benign and engaged Ketmans6 
but also rebels against conformity. In-between conformity and heroism, some per-
fected resistance through culture, called by Vladimir Tismăneanu “survival through 
culture” and by Matei Călinescu “irresponsible aesthetics.” 

Explanations for the comparatively minimal dissent and relative silence of 
Romanian intellectuals between 1945 and 1989 vary from the regime’s ability 
to control intellectual circles through repressive and manipulative surveillance 
tools, a nationalist discourse which appealed to some, as well as enticing intel-
lectuals to exchange freedom for comfort through a combination of fl attery 
(i.e. honorary titles, awards, offi  ces) and economic security (i.e. guaranteed 
state wages against the anxiety of books sale rates).7 Structural constraints, 

2 Andrei PLEŞU, Chipuri şi măşti ale tranziţiei / Faces and Masks of Transition, București: 
Humanitas, 1996, p. 366. Italics in original.

3 Mihai BOTEZ, Intelectualii în Europa de Est/Th e Intellectuals in Eastern Europe, București: 
Fundaţia Culturală Română, 1993, pp. 52-53. To Western outsiders appalled by such strate-
gies, with whom he otherwise tended to agree, Botez wished “that they should never have to 
learn such an art.”

4 Virgil IERUNCA, Româneşte/ In Romanian, București: Humanitas, 1991, pp. 115-121. 
See also Dennis DELETANT, Ceauşescu and the Securitate. Coercion and Dissent in Romania 
1965-1989, London: Hurst&Co, 1995, pp.166-234; Irina CULIC, “Th e Strategies of Intel-
lectuals: Romania under Communist Rule in Comparative Perspective”, in Andras BŐZŐKI 
(ed.), Intellectuals and Politics in Central Europe, Budapest: CEU Press, 1999, pp. 43-73. 

5 Access to the Securitate archives has unveiled a network of informers that touched all 
cultural and academic fi elds, confi rming suspicions or surprising. Unrequested revelations were 
rare and admirable (Alexandru Paleologu in 1990). Informers are not a homogenous commu-
nity of willing regime lackeys or soulless careerists. Informing was sometimes the price paid in 
exchange for reintegration in society after years in communist prisons or for avoiding the threat 
of violence in Securitate interrogations (for ex. Paleologu, Adrian Marino) or blackmail. 

6 Largely motivated by career opportunism rather than true faith, their degree of complic-
ity varied from being good soldiers to positions of responsibility in regime structures (among 
notorious cases, novelist Mihail Sadoveanu, who presided over the Grand National Assembly at 
the time of the harshest repression waves in the 1950s, novelist Nicolae Breban, member of the 
Central Committee under Ceauşescu). See for example Petre PANDREA, Memoriile mandari-
nului valah/ Memoirs of a Wallachian Mandarin, București: Albatros, 2001. For a defi nition of 
Ketman see Czeslaw MILOSZ, Th e Captive Mind, London: Penguin, 1985, pp. 54-82.

7 See Dennis DELETANT, op. cit.; Katherine VERDERY, Identity and Cultural Politics in 
Ceauşescu’s Romania, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991. Alina MUNGIU-PIPPIDI, 
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such as repressive measures (purging decrees, show trials, the Securitate), party 
policies (the 1968 policy shift, the “July thesis”), as well as a particular na-
tional culture, explain limited dissident. However, they do not account for 
why dissent happened at all (even if it was comparatively mild and limited to 
grumbling against the regime). Context explains, however, why Romanian in-
tellectual dissent was reactive rather than active, and was Ceauşescu-centered 
rather than anti-communist. 

1 Contextual factors

Before 1958, the Party sought to secure the allegiance of intellectuals 
through a sustained zdhanovisation of cultural life. Hence, unless members 
of the 1938-1944 governments, intellectuals were not priority targets for the 
fi rst waves of repression directed against the political elite, big landowners/
moşierii, well-off  peasants (kulaks)/chiaburii, and the armed resistance in the 
mountains. 8 Rather, the Party created constraining structures (both institu-
tions and policies) responsible for imposing and popularizing the new ideo-
logical message, style, spirit.9 “Cultural dictators”10 issued decrees standard-
izing all cultural production (literary, musical, theater, beaux-arts) within the 
Marxist-Leninist matrix. Like their countrymen, intellectuals were subject to 
ideological indoctrination at the workplace aimed at securing their internal-
ization of the rules of socialist realism. Th e undesirables were marginalized 
through the nationalization of publishing houses, banning of newspapers and 
cultural journals, expulsion from universities or state publishing houses, and 
censorship. Consequently, high profi le intellectual and academic fi gures were 
condemned to isolation and poverty.11 Th ousands of journals, poems and nov-
els were banned, particularly those glorifying pre-communist national history, 
national historical fi gures, national projects, national pride, pre-communist 
national achievements (including territorial gains which had become part of 
the Soviet Union post-1945). Th e Party considered recyclable those intellectu-
als with interwar fascist sympathies (vulnerable to blackmail) unlike left-leaning 

“Intellectuals as Political Actors in Eastern Europe: Th e Romanian Case”, in East European Poli-
tics and Societies, Winter 1996, vol. 10, no. 2, pp. 333-364.

8 Ruxandra CESEREANU, Comunism şi represiune în România. Istoria tematică a unui 
fratricid naţional/ Communism and Represssion in Romania. Th e History of a National Fratricide, 
Iași: Polirom, 2006.

9 On the regime cultural policy see Cristian VASILE, Literatura şi artele în România 
comunistă 1948-1953/ Literature and Art in Communist Romania 1948-1953, București: Hu-
manitas, 2010.

10 Vladimir TISMĂNEANU, Th e Crisis of Marxist Ideology. Th e Poverty of Utopia, New 
York/London: Routledge, 1988, p. 110 (in reference to Leonte Răutu, and Iosif Chişinevski).

11 Th e philosopher Lucian BLAGA narrated his experience in the autobiographical novel 
Luntrea lui Caron/ Caron’s Boat, București: Humanitas, 1990. 
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intellectuals, some banished to oblivion.12 Th e small number of pre-1945 leftist 
intellectuals and the Party’s attitudes towards them explains the absence of an in-
tellectual Marxist revisionism, capable to engage the regime in an “elite penetra-
tive” jargon.13 In a climate of repression (disguised by the propaganda machine 
as modernization) and social engineering, intellectuals either withdrew into a 
self-imposed silent exile or reverted to practice Ketman. Memoirs and the liber-
alization of access to sources post-1989 (the Securitate and Central Committee 
archives) allow us to diff erentiate between the Ketmanism practiced by oppor-
tunism and careerism, and the one induced by blackmail through imprisonment 
of loved ones, or the need to secure livelihoods.14 

Following the Soviet withdrawal (June/July 1958) and in the aftermath 
of the 1956 revolutions/ events in Poland and Hungary, the Party introduced 
preventive measures against potential alternative elites. Decree 318 (July 27, 
1958) extended the scope of illegal activities to include “inimical discussions” 
and “attempts to change the regime.” Purposefully vague, these provisions 
facilitated indictments, including those of intellectuals.15 Doubts over com-
mitment towards the new establishment (in spirit or practice) implied not just 
the loss of social status, but almost invariably arrest, interrogations and prison. 
Th e “Noica-Pillat” trial (February 1960), the peak of this repressive wave, tar-
geted high profi le cultural and intellectual fi gures. Sentences ranged from six 
to twenty-fi ve years hard labor (for Noica and Pillat).16 Th e trial intended to 
cleanse society of potentially dangerous elements, intimidate and ultimately 
infl ict terror by indicting “a new type of political criminal: criminals who had 
not committed a crime... but who one day might.”17 Th e trial protagonists, 
philosopher Constantin Noica and writer Dinu Pillat, off ered the Party the 
luxury of an ideological stigma.18 Accusations of Iron Guardism silenced the 

12 E.g. Miron Radu PARASCHIVESCU. See Michael SHAFIR, Romania-Politics, Econom-
ics and Society: Political Stagnation and Simulated Change, London: Pinter and Boulder: Lynne 
Riennen, 1985.

13 Vladimir TISMĂNEANU, “Critical Marxism and Eastern Europe”, in Praxis Interna-
tional, 1983, vol. 3, pp. 248-261.

14 See for example Annie BENTOIU, Timpul care ni s-a dat/ Th e Time Given to Us, vol. II, 
București: Humanistas, 2009.

15 Stelian TĂNASE, “Intelectualii ca masă de manevră / Intellectuals as Manipulated Mass”, 
in 22 Literar, August-September 1998, pp. VIII-IX.

16 For memoirs see Constantin NOICA, Rugăciune pentru fratele Alexandru/ Prayer for 
Brother Alexander, București: Humanitas, 1990. Nicolae STEINHART, Jurnalul Fericirii/ Th e 
Journal of Happiness, Cluj: Dacia, 1999. Alexandru PALEOLOGU, Stelian TĂNASE, Sfi darea 
memoriei/ Defying Memory, București: Humanitas, 1996. 

17 Vasili GROSMAN, Life and Fate, London: Fontana, 1986, p. 14.
18 See for example Sorin LAVRIC, Noica şi mişcarea legionară/ Noica and the Legion, 

București: Humanitas, 2008.
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diaspora,19 some vulnerable to such potentially career ending revelations, as 
well as Western voices sensitive to Fascist anathema. Consequently, despite its 
magnitude, the show trial of well-known intellectuals behind the Iron Curtain 
went unnoticed.20 Th e trial, known henceforth as the “trial of intellectuals”, 
tamed the inter-war generation, rendering it unable to provide leadership to 
future generations. Somewhat paradoxically, dissent was to come from those 
generations that matured under the regime’s ideological constraints.

In the mid 1960s, the Party initiated a process of rapprochement with 
intellectuals. A series of amnesty decrees signed in succession allowed the lib-
eration of political prisoners, among whom victims of the “Noica-Pillat” trial. 
Th ese decrees, however, did not remove censorship. A Polish writer remarked 
that while the Romanian regime “fed intellectuals better, the communists in 
Poland allowed their writers to bark freely.”21 Moreover, the post-war genera-
tion was hypnotized in Spring 1968 by a “great hoax”22: Ceauşescu’s vehement 
condemnation of the Warsaw Pact’s invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 
1968 and fi ctitious solidarity with “socialism with a human face.” Added to 
foreign policy moves independent from Moscow (e.g. continued relations with 
Israel) and simulated de-Stalinization at the domestic level (ex. criticism of the 
repression of the 1950s and replacement of high ranked Party offi  cials, the re-
habilitation of Lucreţiu Pătrăşcanu),23 this induced the impression of change 
and convinced some intellectuals to (re)join the Party.24 Even though today 
Romanian intellectuals like to claim to have been immune to Ceauşescu’s spin 
campaign, history shows that the honeymoon between intellectuals and the 
Party lasted for almost a decade. In a country with no profound Left tradi-
tion, nationalism legitimized both Marxism and Ceauşescu’s own rule. Two 
decades of cultural desertifi cation threatened to annihilate Romanian identity 
(references to Romanian historical fi gures or events were banned; history was 
rewritten to serve propaganda;25 literature curricula were dominated by Rus-
sian realist-socialist poets and excluded Romanian bourgeois writers); in spite 
of all this, Ceauşescu’s patriotic undertones and the liberalization of national 
elements appeared justifi ed revolutionary compliance, since for some “the love 

19 Th e Securitate kept track diligently of Diaspora intellectuals. See Stelian TĂNASE, Cio-
ran şi Securitatea/ Cioran and the Securitate, Iași: Polirom, 2010.

20 Monica LOVINESCU, Virgil IERUNCA, interview with this author. Paris: September 
28, 2000.

21 Quoted in Ghiţă IONESCU, Communism in Romania. 1944-1964, London: Oxford 
University Press, 1964, p. 180.

22 Andrei PIPPIDI, interview with this author. București: August 17, 1999. 
23 Vladimir TISMĂNEANU, Stalinism for All Seasons. A Political History of Romanian Com-

munism, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003, pp. 192-202.
24 Paul GOMA, “Cronology”, in Paul Goma, Bonifacia, București: Omega, 1991, pp. 153-166.
25 Vlad GEORGESCU, Politică şi istorie. Cazul comuniştilor români (1944-1977)/ Politics 

and History. Th e Case of Romanian Communists, București: Humanistas, 1991. 
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of country was greater than the love of freedom.”26 Ceauşescu also became the 
“Western darling” (“one of Europe’s good communists”27 to whom the RFE’s 
broadcasts referred politely as “Mr. President Ceauşescu” until 1985), an im-
age consolidated by meetings with American and French presidents or royal 
heads of state. Consequently, Romanian dissent received limited Western at-
tention, and dismissed as irrelevant: “Who are you? What do you mean by 
Romanian dissidents? What do you mean by Romanian civil society? In the 
Balkans, such things never happen. We prefer to speak to people (…) like Mr. 
Ceauşescu. At least he has power.”28 

Th e mini-cultural revolution, launched by the 1971 July theses, tightened 
the ideological hold by instituting “a more rigorous control” against those cul-
tural works failing to “meet the demands of the political-educational activity 
of our Party”, or “promoting ideas and conceptions harmful to the interests 
of Socialist construction.”29 While ideologically intoxicating their work, the 
Party sought to co-opt intellectuals by providing “creation houses,” holiday 
houses in resorts, regular wages at state journals and newspapers, and prefer-
ential loans.30 Professional unions (of writers, artists, musicians) enjoyed em-
bassy status where one could express discontent, agree on the need for change, 
and despair. Th is dissent without dissent exhausted energies in debates behind 
closed doors, by the end of which intellectuals were too tired to take to the 
streets, convinced that “nothing depends on them and that, in the end, noth-
ing depends on anybody”; that failed revolts proved the futility of uprising, 
and that even though Ceauşescu might be “crazy, ignorant, maniacal”, “he 
opposed as much as he could the Russians and the process of Rusifi cation.”31 

26 Andrei PLEŞU, interview with this author. București: May 11, 2000.
27 Vice-president George Bush quoted in Vlad GEORGESCU, “Romania in the 1980s: 

the Legacy of Dynastic Socialism”, in East European Politics and Societies, December 1988, vol. 
2, no. 1, p. 69.

28 Mihai BOTEZ, Romania: A Case of ‘Dynastic’ Communism, New York: Freedom House, 
1989, pp. 62-63. Conversation with an American journalist.

29 Nicolae CEAUŞESCU, Propuneri de măsuri pentru îmbunătăţirea activităţii politico-
ideologice, de educare marxist-leninistă a membrilor de partid, a tuturor oamenilor muncii – 6 
iulie 1971. Expunere la Consfătuirea de lucru a activului de partid din domeniul ideologiei şi al 
activităţii politice şi cultural-educative – 9 iulie 1971/ Proposals for the improvement of the political 
and ideological activity, of the Marxist-Leninist education of party members, of all working class, 
București: Politică, 1971.

30 Dan C. MIHĂILESCU, «L’intellectuel roumain de 1950 a nos jours: terreur, complicité, 
illusion du cheval de Troie, frénésie de la pèche en eaux troubles et perfi die du système des 
soupapes», in Catherine DURANDIN (ed.), L’engagement des intellectuels à l’est. Mémoires et 
analyses de Roumanie et de Hongrie, Paris: L’Harmattan, 1994.

31 Paul GOMA, Culorile Curcubeului 77/ Th e Colors of Rainbow 77, București: Humanitas, 
1990, p. 19 and pp. 20-22. He also recalls how during his protest at the Writers’ Union, the 
Party secretary walked around off ering loans (for home buying or holidays). 
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Th e regime favored containment (“our task is to keep the prisons empty”32) 
over extermination, in exchange for international respectability. In this mud-
dy environment operated a curious group of people, the Party and Securitate 
Maecenas, who provided a certain degree of protection for their protégés and 
enjoyed in return an intellectual aura.33 Protection from the shadows might 
spare one’s life but did not prevent house arrest, interrogations, surveillance or 
interdiction of publication. Moreover, the policy of relative physical tolerance 
was shadowed by strict control of information (i.e. typewriters were registered 
with the police and random raids conducted in search of undeclared ones). 
Th e success of the Securitate tactics was to control by absence as well as pres-
ence: by the 1980s self-censorship had become a state of mind. 

Receiving little Western support and subjected to tight internal control, 
the post-1968 generation of intellectuals came to believe they faced “an eter-
nal reality,”34 and, deprived of hope, attempted to survive. Th eories of a Ro-
manian collective psyche, of a “Romanian dimension of existence” 35 prone 
to resignation are reinforced by national folklore (“capul cel plecat sabia nu-l 
taie”/ “the bowed head will not be cut by the sword”) and national myths glo-
rifying contemplation rather than action (i.e. Mioriţa/ “Th e Lamb”).36 Social 
psychologists argue that repeated invasions and foreign occupations consoli-
dated an “anxiety towards history” and a psychology of doubling. Rather than 
a personality trait, this was a protective refl ex which morphed into a strategy 
of adjustment strategies37 and a “boycott of history.”38 Th is fatalist acceptance 
of fate was sustained by a belief in spiritual eternity, and translated in the 
present as an acceptance of the current authority and the futility of resistance. 
During communism, this “genius of the valve” found expression in “a parallel 
culture” which intellectuals built as “a framework at least artistically habitable, 
even though it was not completely morally habitable.”39

32 Andrei PLEŞU, interview with this author, București May 11, 2000. Recalling the words 
of the Securitate agent in charge of his surveillance.

33 GOMA, Bonifacia. Horia-Roman Patapievici, interview with this author, București: May 
9, 2000.

34 Andrei PLEŞU, interview with this author, București May 11, 2000.
35 Mircea VULCĂNESCU, “Th e Romanian Dimension of Existence: A Phenomenological 

Sketch”, in Romanian Sources, 1975, vol. 1, no. I, pp. 5-34.
36 “Mioriţa” is a magical lamb who warns its owner that his fellow shepherds plan to kill him. 

Th e shepherd chooses to wait for his killers, playing his fl ute, lost in metaphysical dialog with 
nature about death. George Schőpfl in considers it the single most important thing to understand 
about Romanian politics (in Politics in Eastern Europe 1945-1992, Oxford: Blackwell, 1993).

37 See Dumitru DRĂGHICESCU, Din psihologia poporului român/ Of Th e Romanian Peo-
ple’s Psychology, București: Albatros, 1995 (fi rst edition 1907).

38 “Fiinţa istorică/ Th e Historical Being”, in Lucian BLAGA, Opere Filozofi ce, Trilogia 
Cosmogonică/ Philosophical Works, Cosmological Trilogy, vol. 11, București: Minerva, 1988, pp. 
353-511. 

39 Dan C. MIHĂILESCU, op. cit., p. 112. 
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While Central European intellectuals were under the impact of Konrad’s anti-
politics and Havel’s “power of the powerless”, the intellectual debate in Romania 
centered upon the publication of Th e Păltiniş Diary and the Epistolar (Letters). 
Th e Diary sold out within days, but was not reprinted until 1991, because even 
though it carried no criticism of the regime, it broke with the regime’s literary 
style. Avoiding offi  cial ‘Newspeak’, the book disclosed the existence of an intel-
lectual circle, which, in an era of Marxist monopoly over philosophy, debated 
Kant, Plato, Hegel, and Heidegger and discussed humanistic values. Noica led the 
“Păltiniş School” as a philosophical experiment. Interested in the becoming of the 
individual as a logical spirit, Noica believed that a cultural destiny is endangered 
by the pursuit of public life, which monopolizes the spirit.40 Politics “takes away 
your responsibility (vote, ideology, tyranny) instead of increasing it. Only culture 
awakens responsibility.”41 Noica’s cultural model operated with “the idea that the 
survival of a nation historically under threat can only be achieved through spirit,”42 
and that culture was “the transformative force capable of modernizing Romanian 
national identity.”43 By this logic, the responsibility of the cultural intellectual was 
to ensure the nation’s place into eternity through the pursuit of excellence in its 
works. History for Noica was ‘pure meteorology’44: a succession of events due to 
a fatality man could not alter. Ignoring history was also his revenge: “history peed 
on me; I am peeing now on history.”45 Liiceanu acknowledged that the Păltiniş 
School “turned its back on history,” managing somehow “to evade reality” in 
search of “a very selfi sh form of happiness” and “a certain purity”, allowing “our 
mind to remain almost unimpaired… a possible spiritual freedom.”46 

Andrei Pleşu47 argues that Noica’s message was a pedagogical strategy, rather 
than an ideology of compromise. Having experienced communist prisons, he was 
reluctant to encourage actions that might expose others to prison. Faced with a 

40 Constantin NOICA, “Propun o revoluţie/ I am proposing a revolution”, in Credinţa vol. 
I, no. 2, 28 December 1933. 

41 Constantin NOICA, Jurnal de idei/ Journal of Ideas, București: Humanitas, 1990, p. 377.
42 Gabriel LIICEANU, “Adsum? Modelul cultural Noica si urgenţele istoriei/ Noica’s cul-

tural model and the emergencies of history”, in 22, 23 November 1990, pp. 6-7.
43 Andrei PIPPIDI, “Identitate naţională şi culturală. Câteva probleme de metodă în 

legatură cu locul românilor în istoria universală/ National and cultural identity. Some meth-
odological problems related to the Romanians’ place in history”, in Revista de istorie/ History 
Review, 1995, vol. 12, pp. 1178-1198.

44 Constantin NOICA, Pagini despre sufl etul românesc/ Pages on the Romanian Soul, 2nd 
edition (fi rst in 1944), București: Humanitas, 1991, pp. 10-11.

45 Quoted in Andrei PLEŞU, Chipuri si măşti/ Faces and Masks, p. 245.
46 Gabriel LIICEANU in an interview with Iosif Sava, in Iosif SAVA, Simfonia Destinului/ 

Th e Symphony of Destiny, București: Integral, 1996, pp. 252-253.
47 Andrei Pleşu, philosopher, essayist, journalist, literary and art critic, academic and politi-

cian. Post 1989 public offi  ce: Member of the National Salvation Front (December 1989-May 
1990). Minister of Culture (1990-1991). Minister of Foreign Aff airs (1997-1999). Member of 
the National College for the Investigation of the Securitate Archives – CNSAS (2000 - 2004). 
Founder: New Europe College, the cultural weekly Dilema. 
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quasi-absent horizon of escape from tyranny, he urged them “to do everything you 
can to become yourself. Educate yourself, write, read, make culture. It is the only 
thing left for you to do. Do it well.”48 Meanwhile, the “Păltiniş School” is criticized 
for creating “the illusion that enclave retirement was possible”; for being “anachro-
nistic and without result, signifi cance or impact”49; for perpetuating compromises, 
since publishing invariably meant appeasement of the Party apparatus (the Securi-
tate agent, the censor, the publisher);50 for absolving passivity in the name of pro-
fessional performance; for trivializing dissent by blurring the line between dissent 
and passivity; for off ering a sophisticated excuse for ethical minimalism. Critics also 
point out that Noica found his political vein when criticizing the de-spiritualized 
Western “society of consumption” and its materialism (the “butter society”).51 He 
also seemed to absolve perpetrators by placing guilt upon an impersonal Time 
(“our Time, time with a capital T, urges them to do what they are doing; so they 
are victims just as we are”52). However, while Noica arguably “had the right to do as 
he wished with his own suff ering, even to transform it into a prayer for those that 
imposed it on him (…) the collective suff ering was not his (to forgive or mollify).”53

However, using Noica and the Păltiniş School as scapegoats for the prac-
tice of civic inactivity exaggerates both their impact and their infl uence. Nei-
ther Romanian intellectuals nor society as a whole were on the verge of some 
revolution Noica alone prevented. In fact, Noica’s power over Romanian in-
tellectuals was rather feeble. Within the Writers’ Union he was regarded with 
suspicion, “with his pontifi cal air, superior even, bringing philosophy to a 
world where literature was queen, from a strange place like Păltiniş.”54 More 
importantly, Noica did not take away one’s free will55 and some of his pu-
pils chose engagement over contemplation. Moreover, Noica’s approach had 
its own democratizing dimensions. Firstly, by inquiring into the nature of the 
ideal society, it off ered an alternative view of the world, threatening both the 
legitimacy and the hegemony of the dogma. Noica’s followers seem to play the 
role theorized by Lukacs and Gramsci, of working within the confi nes of exist-
ing society to broaden the visions available within it.56 Secondly, emphasis on 

48 Andrei PLEŞU, interview with this author, București: May 11, 2000.
49 Emil HUREZEANU (journalist, Radio Free Europe 1983-1994, Deutsche Welle 1995-

2002; writer), interview with this author. București: May 12, 2000. 
50 Horia-Roman PATAPIEVICI (physicist, philosopher, essayist; member of the National 

College for the Investigation of the Securitate Archives 2000-2005), interview with this author, 
București: May 9, 2000.

51 See NOICA, Rugăciune/ Prayer. Th e point is made by Virgil IERUNCA, Dimpotrivă/ On 
the Contrary, București: Humanitas, 1994, p. 270.

52 NOICA, Rugăciune/ Prayer, p. 18. Memoirs from prison published after 1989.
53 See Monica LOVINESCU, Unde Scurte VI – Insula Şerpilor/ Radio Short Waves VI – Ser-

pents’ Island, București: Humanitas, 1996, pp. 108-113. 
54 Laurenţiu ULICI (1943-2000, literary critic, politician, president of the Writers’ Union 

1995-2000), interview with this author, București: 3 January 2000.
55 Andrei PLEŞU, interview with this author, București: May 11, 2000.
56 Katherine VERDERY, op. cit., pp. 297-98.
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excellence contradicted the offi  cial policy, which imposed mediocrity as norm. In 
the suff ocating atmosphere of Ceauşescu’s Romania, culture was more than “the 
natural rhythm of spiritual breath,” “the stolen oxygen,” “an alternative to sur-
vival.” Rather, the simple act of culture acquired “political signifi cance.”57 Th irdly, 
in a country where the right of association was restrained, Epistolar revealed the 
emergence of an informal network. Finally, the fact that a Socratic school such 
as the “Păltiniş School” could even exist was an achievement in itself. In a world 
“where thinking is fl at, dull, and impersonal, (…) where there is no thinking,” 
it was imperative to learn “the craziness of thinking on your own.”58 Hence, the 
importance of Epistolar, the Diary and the School in general rested not on their 
political insights, but in showing that debate was possible. 

Overall, while an argument based on national psychology is diffi  cult to 
sustain empirically and remains highly speculative, an argument centered 
on the Păltiniş School is minimalistic. Th e Păltiniş School did not have a 
sustained academic program with an established curriculum and a regular 
student body. Its membership was heterogeneous (e.g. philosophy students, 
young academics and high-school teachers). Finally, the Păltiniş School did 
not hold the monopoly over intellectual life in Romania. 

2 Th e narrative of dissent

Th e scope and the target of the narrative of dissent refl ected reality. While 
in the 1950s dissent addressed the impact of the newly introduced cultural 
and educational policies, the narrative of dissent in the 1980s was essentially 
Ceauşescu-centered, whether focused on policy or the cult of personality. Lin-
guistically, dissent employed a vocabulary that escaped the constraints of the 
wooden language. It liberated the word even when hiding meaning under 
elaborate metaphors to confuse censors. It was made public in formal and 
informal forums, through open letters to Ceauşescu, leafl ets,59 alternative 
newspapers,60 letters in support of fellow intellectuals, open letters and inter-
views to foreign media outlets such as Radio Free Europe (RFE),61 Voice of 
America, the BBC, Deutsche Welle.

57 Gabriel LIICEANU, Jurnalul de la Păltiniş/ Th e Păltiniş Diary, București: Cartea 
Românească, 1983, p. 6. 

58 Gabriel LIICEANU, Epistolar, București: Humanitas, 1996 (2nd edition), p. 52. 
59 In 1983, while a student, Radu Filipescu (engineer, president of the Group for Social 

Dialogue/ GDS 1998) printed and distributed anti-Ceauşescu manifestos for which he was 
imprisoned between 1983-1987. 

60 In 1988, three journalists from România Liberă (Petre Mihai Băcanu, Mihai Creangă, 
Anton Uncu) planned to print an uncensored paper, România, but were arrested before they 
could do it, and placed under house arrest.

61  Gabriel ANDREESCU, Mihnea BERINDEI eds., Ultimul deceniu communist. Scrisori 
către Europa Liberă I/ Th e Last Communist Decade. Letters to Radio Free Europe, (1979-85), Iași: 
Polirom, 2010.
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Epistemologically, dissent was a “departure from Noica” (the title of an 
Alexandu Paleologu62’s 1980 essay). 63 In 1982, the philosopher Andrei Pleşu 
warned that happiness attained through culture can lead to a euphoric exalta-
tion that would induce “a dissonance with the immediate”, “a certain inad-
equacy in the face of reality”, and “the dramas of proximity.” He argued that 
culture “is the most adequate modality to survive in the condition of the interval; 
the best way to wait for a solution you do not yet have.” 64 For Mihai Botez,65 
Epistolar, despite its high level philosophical debate, was “a cultural confession 
of social irrelevancy.”66 Gabriel Andreescu67 qualifi ed Noica’s “imperious anti-
ethics” as social irresponsibility. He conceded that while detachment from re-
ality may not be absurd, eternity could not be conquered through indiff erence 
towards the century in which one lives.68 He warned that saving eternal values 
would demand compromises, concessions and sacrifi ces. Doina Cornea69 also 
worried about compromises justifi ed through culture, and Dorin Tudoran70 
accused intellectuals of hiding behind culture out of fear.

Unlike Noica, the philosophy of Mihail Şora linked the “to be” with the 
“to do”, advocating generalized dialog between social actors (aimed at nego-
tiating a consensus) as the avenue towards a good society.71 For Şora, dialog 

62 Essayist, literary critic, diplomat and politician (1919 – 2005). Political prisoner (hard 
labor, 1959-1964). Post-1989: Romanian ambassador to Paris (1990), served as senator in the 
Romanian parliament for the Civic Alliance Party, then the National Liberal Party between 
1992-2004.

63 Alexandru PALEOLOGU, Ipoteze de lucru/ Working Hypotheses, București: Eminescu, 
1996, pp. 7-67. 

64 “Sensul culturii în lumea contemporană”, in Andrei PLEŞU, Minima Moralia, București: 
Cartea Românească, 1988, pp. 107-108.

65 Mihai BOTEZ (1940-1995), mathematician, diplomat. Voicing dissent since 1977; 
granted political asylum in 1988 in the United States.

66 BOTEZ, Lumea/ Th e Second World, p. 75.
67 Gabriel Andreescu, physicist, dissident, human rights activist, journalist. Political pris-

oner (1987-1988). Member of the National Salvation Front (December 1989 - May 1990). 
Active member of the Romanian civil society (e.g. founding member and president of Group 
for Social Dialogue (GDS), the Civic Alliance (AC), the Romanian Helsinki Committee/ 
APADOR-CH). 

68 “Resurecţie spirituală la Păltiniş?”/ Spiritual Insurection at Paltinis”, in Gabriel AN-
DREESCU, Spre o fi lozofi e a disidenţei/ Towards a Philosophy of Dissent, București: Litera, 1992, 
pp. 78-93, 115. Initially written in 1986 in reply to Liiceanu’s books. 

69 Professor of French, human rights activist, dissident. Under arrest (November-December 
1987) and house arrest (December 1987-21 December 1989). 

70 Award winning writer, poet, essayist, journalist, dissident. Resigned from the Romanian 
Communist Party in 1982. Granted political asylum in the United States in 1985. Post-1989: 
journalistic activity in international and national media outlets.

71 Mihai ŞORA, Despre dialogul interior/ About Inner Dialogue, București: Humanitas, 1994 
(initially published as Du Dialogue Intérieur, Paris: Gallimard, 1947). Sarea Pământului/ Th e 
Salt of the Earth, București: Cartea Românească, 1978. A Fi, A Face, A Avea/ To Be, To Do, To 
Have, București: Cartea Romaneasca, 1985.
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had a transcendental reason: inner dialog is simultaneously a curse and a form 
of penance, the price to be paid by Man after the Fall.72 Generalized dialog is an 
opening toward the Other, bringing the I and the You closer to Us: the commu-
nity.73 As the communist regime became an extreme example of over-institution-
alization, Şora’s philosophy moved closer to Konrad’s antipolitics and his writings 
increasingly showed suspicion towards the state and its institutions, pleading for 
the recuperation of communication, which had been colonized by the party-
state. His theory of communication integrated terms such as wooden language, 
ideology and propaganda. More radical than Glasnost, this dialogical subversion 
was independent from any preliminary ideological input under the condition of 
being “true dialog, animated by the being and addressing the being.” His ideas in-
spired a virulent critique of Ceauşescu’s regime in a book constructed as a radical 
dialog.74 In totalitarian regimes, where communication is a one-way exchange, 
instigation to dialog is by default subversive. 

Ceauşescu’s regime, described as “dynastic” or “sultanic”75, equated Ceauşescu 
the person with the regime reinforced by party slogans (e.g. “Th e Party- 
Ceauşescu- Romania”). Ceauşescu therefore, rather than communism, be-
came the focus of dissent. His rule was criticized for being arbitrary and ab-
solute, but also a triumph of mediocrity. He was mocked for compensating 
for his lack of education by collecting degrees, and imagining “that the Com-
munist Manifesto is a leafl et that Marx used to paste on walls at night.”76 
He was blamed for draining individual spiritually, suppressing “individual 
responsibility, creativity and imagination”, suff ocating “our very being, moral 
and biological”; for crushing “the inner soul of people, humiliating them in 
their hopes and legitimate aspirations, humbling their consciences, forcing 
them, through pressure and terror, to accept lies and truth as lies, and thus 
to acquiesce to their own moral crippling...”; for treating poets like property; 
for imprisoning those “whose only fault is that they cannot live a lie...”; for 
persecuting anyone daring to criticize; “for ruining the economic and social 
fabric of the country...”77 

72 For an overview of Şora’s philosophy see Aurelian CRĂIUŢU, “Mihai Şora: A Philoso-
pher of Dialogue”, East European Politics and Societies, November 2007, vol. 21, no. 4, pp. 
611-638.

73 Mihai ŞORA, Eu & Tu & El & Ea… sau Dialogul Generalizat/ Me&You&He&She… 
or Th e Generalized Dialogue, București: Cartea Românească, 1990, p. 198. Italics in original.

74 Dan PETRESCU, Liviu CANGEOPOL, Ce-ar mai fi  de spus. Convorbiri libere într-o ţară 
ocupată/ What is Left to Say. Free Conversations in an Occupied Country, București: Agora, 1991.

75 Mihai BOTEZ, Romania. Vlad GEORGESCU, op. cit. Richard A. Hall, “Th eories 
of Collective Action and Revolution: Evidence from the Romanian Transition of December 
1989”, in Europe-Asia Studies, September 2000, vol. 52, no. 6, pp. 1069-1093.

76 Quoted from Liberation in Dennis DELETANT, op. cit., pp. 281-282. His 
home arrest lasted until 22 December 1989. 

77 Doina CORNEA, Scrisori deschise şi alte texte/ Open Letters and Other Texts, București: 
Humanitas, 1991, pp. 121-22. A BBC sent letter in April 1989.
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Criticism was policy specifi c (e.g. Andrei Pippidi on the state of the ar-
chitectural historical heritage, Vasile Bârsan on the state of research).78 Blan-
diana79’s poems criticized the pro-natality policy, which glorifi ed conveyor-
belt child delivery as the means to increase the national birth rate and pre-
sented pregnancy as a patriotic duty80. Th ey criticized food shortages, which 
the party solved “scientifi cally” with food substitutes, the cult of personality, 
surveillance, the restricted access to information and the suff ocating propa-
ganda.81 Under the cover of a children’s poem recounting the adventures of 
Arpagic “the most famous Tomcat in town” (identifi ed by both readers and 
censors with Ceauşescu himself ), she described day-to-day life in Ceauşescu’s 
Romania: badly heated apartments, endless queues for food, constant surveil-
lance.82 Dinescu83 mocked the regime’s dependence on propaganda to sustain 
an illusion and convince Romanians that everything was fi ne because it was 
controlled. Citizens’ allegiance was secured through a network of “nice guys/ 
always ready to inform on me cheerfully,” “the priest with a tape-recorder 
under his robe”, and fear.84 

In the 1980s, the recurrent topics were electricity and food shortages, sur-
veillance, the secret police, censorship and the cult of personality. Overall, 
they challenged the legitimacy of the absolute leader and criticized the regime’s 
policies. Few texts called for mobilization, be it of intellectuals (Tudoran) or 

78 Andrei Pippidi, historian, academic. At the time, researcher at the Institute for South-east 
European Studies. Since 1989: founding member of GDS, founding member of the Romanian 
Academic Society (SAR). Public offi  ce: president of the National Commission for Historic 
Monuments (1997- 2001); director of the Institute of Recent History (1999-2001), member 
in the presidential commission for the study of Romanian communism (2006). Interview with 
this author, București: August 17, 1999.

79 Ana Blandiana, poet, essayist, public fi gure. Herder Prize (1982). Banned from publica-
tion in 1988, house arrest (1989). Since 1989: founding member of the Civic Alliance; mem-
ber of National Salvation Front (December 1989-January 1990). Chairperson of the Romanian 
PEN Club. Member of the European Academy of Poetry. President of the Civic Alliance (1992-
2001). Honorary president of the Civic Alliance (2001-?). 

80 “Th e Children’s Crusade”, in Ana BLANDIANA, Balanţa cu un singur taler/ Th e Balance 
with a Single Scale, București: Du Style, 1997, p. 38. Following its publication in the student 
review Amfi teatru (December 1984), the poetry editor was demoted, and the poet placed under 
house arrest until December 22, 1989.

81 “Everything”, in BLANDIANA, Balanţa/ Th e Balance.
82 Ana BLANDIANA, Întâmplări din grădina mea/ Events from My Garden, București: Ion 

Creangă, 1986.
83 Award winning poet, journalist, editor. High profi le presence during December 1989. 

President of the Writers’ Union (1990-1993). Member of the National Salvation Front (1990). 
Member of the Council for the Study of the Securitate Archives. Founder and editor of satirical 
weeklies Academia Caţavencu, Plaiul cu Boi/ Land of the Dumb. 

84 “Indulgenţa de iarnă/ Winter indulgency”, in Mircea DINESCU, Democraţia Naturii/ 
Nature’s Democracy, București: Cartea Românească, 1981, p. 11. English version in Exile on a 
Peppercorn (trans A. Deletant and B. Walker), London: Forest Books, 1985. 
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society as a whole (Andreescu). Th e rhetoric rarely shifted from being anti-
Ceauşescu to being anti-communist. Human rights abuses were disclosed in 
letters addressed to foreign audiences, drawing attention to the realities of 
a regime surrounded by secrecy (e.g. Paul Goma, Gabriel Andreescu). Th e 
vocabulary ranged from metaphoric (for texts intended for domestic publi-
cation) to clinical (texts for foreign media). Similar to most East European 
dissident writings, they did not off er an alternative political option, but were 
limited to “deploring the totalitarian society” while promoting a utopian 
counter-utopia “founded on high moral virtues and a neo-Rousseauist belief 
that (communist) society perverts the inherently good human nature.”85 

Intellectuals appeared convinced of the regime’s ability to last in perpetuity. 
Botez considered communist regimes to be particularly stable. Economically, 
the regime was protected against infl ation or unemployment. Politically, class 
dictatorship removed forever the potential of instability presented by political 
competition. Th e paralysis of the critical spirit of the masses led invariably to 
apathy and prevented opposition. Th e power of the Party was therefore both 
uncontrollable and uncontested. In the unlikely event that its position was 
threatened, the Party was protected by powerful repression mechanisms. He 
considered national communism one of the Party’s greatest inventions: “A new 
Stalinism, free of Stalin’s errors, of a Gulag, and which does not act on Mos-
cow’s orders, but which is no less communist than Moscow communism.”86 A 
mathematician by training, Botez invented a cold, “scientifi c” type of dissent, 
built on analytical thinking rather than anger.87 His critical discourse was an 
invitation to rationality rather than an open fi ght. He did not appear to en-
courage dissent, possibly because like most of his peers he believed his protest 
to be futile against “an eternal immutable power.”88

We can fi nd echoes of Havel’s “living within the truth” in Cornea’s writ-
ings which lament moral dissembling: “If we examine ourselves thoroughly, 
down to the depths of our soul, will we not fi nd that we have made so many 
compromises, have accepted and disseminated so many lies?”89 In a succes-
sion of letters to RFE and the BBC between 1982 and 1989 (some signed by 
others), she argued that the country’s problems were not limited to rigid eco-
nomic policy, centralization of power and distorted social system but were also 

85 Vladimir TISMĂNEANU, Mircea MIHĂIEŞ, Vecinii lui Franz Kafka/ Th e Neighbours of 
Franz Kafka, București: Polirom, 1998, p. 120.

86 BOTEZ, Lumea a doua/ Th e Second World, p. 206. Initially published in the Diaspora 
journal, Lupta, September 27, 1987, Paris.

87 Andrei PLEŞU, “Un personaj atipic/ An Atypical Character”, in Dilema, 28 July - 3 Au-
gust 1995. Vladimir TISMĂNEANU, “Disidentul solitary/Th e Solitary Dissident”, in Vladi-
mir TISMĂNEANU, Irepetabilul trecut/ Unrepeatable Past, București: Curtea Veche, 2008, pp. 
32-34.

88 MUNGIU-PIPPIDI, op. cit., p. 339.
89 Doina CORNEA, Scrisori/ Letters, pp. 13-14. 
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moral. Morality and spirituality are linked in her writings, and she demanded 
freedom of religion (the autonomy of the Orthodox Church from the State 
and the reinstatement of the Greek/Unite Catholic Church). Proposed eco-
nomic reforms (possibly drafted by other signatories) included closing down 
uncompetitive factories, modernizing others to render them internationally 
competitive, hiring foreign managers, replacing the unprofi table cooperative 
system with private land ownership. She called for the abandonment of the 
systematization plan which was destroying villages, driving away hundreds of 
thousands of peasants from their lands. Her letters were succinct indictments 
of the regime’s disregard for the rule of law, of its arbitrary and illegal prac-
tices, crushing free will and transforming the country into “a gigantic prison 
in which the citizen is permanently attacked and humiliated.” She therefore 
asked for all trials to be public, for the release of all political prisoners, for 
freedom of expression, of the press, assembly and travel. Against the odds, she 
believed that “fragile life will overcome.” 90 Unlike Botez, who expected no 
change, Cornea in her writings off ered hope. 

Part of the narrative of dissent was inward looking, lamenting the lack of 
dissent and literature’s failure to refl ect communist reality rather than engag-
ing the regime. Tudoran accused intellectuals of suff ering from a process of 
deterioration, which they chose to ignore, morphing into “new men” (Zino-
viev’s “Homo Sovieticus”). Th us, they abdicated their role as the critical con-
sciousness of a society and failed to match the civic activism of their predeces-
sors of 1848, 1859 and 1918. Th ey were guilty of abandoning the few who 
raised their voice against the regime (“as there is no greater hate than the hate 
of the enslaved against the self-liberated slave”). He described communist so-
ciety as a “society of Ersatz”, where reality was substituted by its simple verbal 
projection. Th e duty of the intellectual was to provide society with “the exact 
scale on which to measure degrees of authenticity by the Ersatz.” He urged in-
tellectuals to renounce being “accomplice victims” and to have the courage to 
become just victims, for “to be a victim means the beginning of re-becoming 
a human being.”91 Dinescu accused “literature” (and consequently its writers) 
of hypocrisy for choosing to ignore reality and “see in the interior garden/ as 
the killer tickles its victim/ and as the wicked dead play their game and laugh/ 
as laughs the dead-accomplice/ the dead for nothing/ the two-faced dead of 
these regions.”92 Intellectual passivity was seen, however, as a refl ection of Ro-
manian society: “I believe we are a vegetal people-/ Who has ever seen/ A tree 
revolting?”93

90 Full texts in Ibidem, pp. 74-75, 97-100. Some letters were printed by the Western written 
press such as Th e Spectator (29 April 1989) and Le Monde (September 1988). In August 1988 
she was placed under house arrest until December 21, 1989.

91 Dorin TUDORAN, Kakistocratia, Chişinău: Arc, 1998, p. 39, 75. 
92  “Mortul Fatarnic”/ “Th e Treacherous Dead”, in Mircea DINESCU, Moartea/ Death, p. 29. 
93  “I believe”, in BLANDIANA, Balanța/ Th e Balance, p. 54.
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3 Motivations and outcomes of dissent

Dissent was driven by individual motivation, whether a sense of social 
and/or civic responsibility or frustration with the regime’s policies that af-
fected one directly. Hence, dissent could be triggered by the regime excess-
es as well as by self-centered problems (e.g. the prohibition of the right of 
signature,94 passports denied when requesting to attend foreign conferences). 
Even though the actions of Romanian intellectuals were limited in scope and 
reach (especially when looked upon by comparison), they suff ered the full 
force of the repressive apparatus. But, unlike their predecessors in the 1950s 
and 1960s, they benefi ted from foreign media support, which raised their 
profi le and restrained the regime’s ability to dispose of them. Dissent was not 
a permanent attitude. It could follow years of complying with socialist realism 
(e.g. Dan Deşliu). With few exceptions, some tragic (Gheorghe Ursu), follow-
ing interrogations, surveillance and psychological pressure they were spared 
time in prison and were forced into exile (while continuing to be targeted by 
the Securitate),95 house arrest, and/or internal exile (forced resettlement within 
the country, in remote villages with controlled access and limited freedom 
of movement). By contrast, the revolt of average individuals exposed one to 
prison and confi nement to psychiatric institutions.96

Th e fi rst major act of intellectual dissent had an external trigger being in-
spired by the creation of Charter 77. In January 1977, the writer Paul Goma 
(who had already acquired a reputation of a subversive element97) wrote a let-
ter to Pavel Kohout expressing solidarity with the Charter’s principles. Meant 

94 Writers prioritized publishing over revolt. After sending a written protest to RFE, the sig-
natories requested time before broadcasting the protest, just in case their books, poems, articles 
would be published. In Monica LOVINESCU, op. cit. 

95 Th e Securitate attempted twice (November 1981, January 1982) to assassinate Paul 
Goma (in exile in Paris since November 1977). Th e missions failed because the CIE (the Securi-
tate foreign intelligence branch) agent defected to the West. See Matei P. Haiducu, J’ai refusé de 
tuer, Paris: Plon, 1984. Haiducu claimed the order came directly from the head of CIE, lt. gen 
Nicolae Pleşiţă. Post 1989, Pleşiţă confi rmed the connection Goma-Haiducu. See “Disidenţi 
şi frustraţi, racolaţi şi inoculaţi/ Dissidents and frustrated, co-opted and inoculated”, interview 
with V. PATRICHI, Lumea, May 15, 2002.

96 Vasile PARASCHIV, Aşa nu se mai poate, tovarăşe Nicolae Ceauşescu!/ Th is cannot go on 
any longer, Comrade Ceauşescu. Memoirs that go twenty years in the past, București: Curtea Veche, 
2007.

97 Starting May 1952, he was arrested, branded a dangerous element, expelled from uni-
versity, imprisoned, sentenced to compulsory confi nement and placed under surveillance for 
a range of subversive acts (intending to join the anti-Communist guerrillas in the mountains, 
describing the Soviet army “an occupation army”, questioning policies e.g. the compulsory 
teaching of Russian, cooperativisation which he considered an economic mistake, classifying 
“the Moldavian language in Bassarabia as a Soviet invention”; reading in a seminar excerpts 
from a novel in which the hero renounced Party membership; attempting to organize a strike at 
București University). See “Cronology”, in Goma, Bonifacia, pp. 153-166.
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as a declaration of intent by Romanian writers, the letter failed to attract 
support amongst his fellow writers (among the signatures gathered only two 
were those of intellectuals). He later accused his peers of contempt (“we, the 
Romanians, could write a much more serious text than the Czechs… which 
was not a big deal… just reform”); cowardice (hiding behind someone “a 
bit more senior among the writers, having both a good case fi le and good 
prestige”) and lacking initiative (“they were ready to join immediately” once 
someone else did). He was convinced that “it was the moment for the Ro-
manian writer to become (...) a writer (...) voicing and shouting, clearly and 
loudly, the grievances of others.”98 In response, he was accused of being “anti-
Romanian”, disturbing the dolce far niente environment in which his country-
men and peers indulged. Like Charter 77, the Goma movement adopted a 
human rights vocabulary, aimed at becoming a collective action, and for the 
fi rst time, looked for an alliance with the workers.99 Th e repression campaign 
against members of the Goma group followed Ceauşescu’s ill-tempered speech 
on February 17, 1977, attacking trădătorii de ţară/ “traitors of the country.” 

100 Prior to his release, he was allowed to read his own case fi le, an experience 
which put him forever at odds with the Romanian intellectual circles, whom 
he has been accusing ever since, sometimes unjustly, of collaboration.101 Th e 
Goma aff air failed to become a Romanian Dreyfus Aff air. Although lasting 
only a few months (January-May 1977), the Goma case has left a mark on 
consciousness by motivating post-factum justifi cations for abandoning a fel-
low writer to the mercy of the regime. His supposedly low profi le “among 
the literary circles of the time”102 was to blame for his inability to galvanize 
energy and stir emotions (an argument questioned from within literary circles 
themselves103). Th e debate remains bitter, and has only intensifi ed after 1989. 

Partly driven by the Ceauşescu regime’s suff ocating megalomaniac trends, 
each action also had its own specifi c trigger linked to one’s profession. A 
university professor, Doina Cornea grew disgruntled with an ideologically 

98 GOMA, Culorile Curcubeului/ Th e Colors of Rainbow, pp.16-18, 26. 
99 Ibidem, p. 27. Matei CĂLINESCU, Ion VIANU, op. cit., p. 253.
100 After being put under surveillance, Goma himself was arrested, submitted to one month 

of harsh treatment in the Securitate prison, and released after pressure by Western media led 
by RFE journalists (Monica Lovinescu, Virgil Ierunca) and public support from Western intel-
lectuals (Eugen Ionesco, Jean-Paul Sartre, Arthur Miller, Edward Albee). Monica Lovinescu, 
Virgil Ierunca, interview with this author, Paris. September 29, 2000.

101 GOMA, Culorile Curcubeului/ Th e Colours of Rainbow, pp. 354-360. See also Paul 
GOMA, Jurnal, 3 vol., București: Nemira, 1997. Paul GOMA, Amnezia la romani/ Romanians’ 
Amnesy, București: Litera, 1995.

102 Andrei PIPPIDI, interview with this author, București: August 17, 1999. Laurenţiu 
ULICI, interview with this author, București: January 3, 2000.

103 Gabriela Adameşteanu, award winning novelist, essayist, journalist and translator; mem-
ber of the Group for Social Dialogue/GDS, editor-in-chief of the GDS weekly, 22. Interview 
with this author, București: January 8, 2000.
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controlled curriculum, which she criticized publicly in her lectures. A short 
prose writer, Dorin Tudoran protested against the Party’s value system follow-
ing D.R. Popescu (a loyal proponent of socialist realism) being thrust into the 
position of president of the Union of Writers. As mentioned above, Blandi-
ana’s poems responded to the regime’s inability to secure basic standards of 
living. Dinescu reacted to restrictions on freedom of speech. In foreign media 
interviews he denounced that fundamental rights have no “residence permit 
in Romania.” 

Aside from conventional forms of dissent, unorthodox actions proved how 
well intellectuals adjusted to the tragic-comic environment in which they 
lived. Th e last resort in the face of absurdity, irony became a way to rebel 
against the Party’s rigid code of conduct. Occasionally, intellectuals were pro-
tagonists of anecdotal stories popularized by word of mouth104 that delighted 
audiences basking in someone else’s ability to step outside, ever so little, the 
Party imposed standardized behavior. With few exceptions (e.g. in 1988, in 
an open letter to a Solidarity human rights conference, Andreescu called on 
Romanians to adopt a policy of non-cooperation with the regime by “refusing 
to accept the harmful decisions made by the authorities”),105 Romanian intel-
lectual dissent did not empower the masses. Rather, it comforted audiences 
by acknowledging a reality that the offi  cial discourse pretended did not exist. 

In terms of outcomes, these actions had direct and severe implications 
mainly for the initiator and those expressing solidarity with him/her, but did 
not spur collective movements. Hence, dissent was not only determined by 
individual convictions, but it was also a solitary enterprise. Attempts at col-
lective action rarely surpassed the level of good intentions, either due to dif-
ferences of opinion (e.g. over the text of the protest) or trivial reasons (e.g. 
deciding the addressee, e.g. the government, the dictator, foreign govern-
ments). Challenging the Party’s dogma monopoly condemned one to being 
shunned both by the regime and their own peers, friends and family: “…if I 
would have burnt myself alive, nothing would have changed anyway. It was 
obvious. Th e ashes would have been brushed away. (…) I am absolutely con-
vinced that «nothing» could have been done, because there was no possibility 
of solidarity.”106 In this context, suspicion and personal ego thrived, as did the 
justifi cations for non-participation: “I’ll sign only if such and such does”, “I’ll 
only sign if I write the protest. You may write something too crazy”, “don’t 
ask such and such to sign, he is incapable of keeping a secret, and we have 

104 At a party meeting, after having publicly criticized Ceauşescu, mathematician Mihai 
Botez lavished praise onto the dictator’s wife, securing his own immunity in the process. Called 
by Party offi  cials on the phone, composer Mihail Jora replied to “comrade Jora?” with “Jora yes, 
comrade no” (Bentoiu, op.cit). Asked in the late 1980s to join the Party, literary critic Nicolae 
Manolescu is supposed to have replied: “Now, Madam? At the end of the show?”

105 Denis DELETANT, op. cit., p. 255.
106 Ana BLANDIANA, interview with the author. București: December 22, 2000.
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to keep this a secret”, “don’t ask such and such, he went on a scholarship to 
America.”107 

Cooperation with workers movements were hindered by mutual suspicion 
(verging on hostility) between intellectuals and the working class, because in 
Romania, unlike in Poland, “the creative intelligentsia perceives the social mo-
bility of peasants and workers as being induced by the regime, and occurring 
at its own detriment.”108 During the 1977 miners strike, and the 1987 work-
ers’ unrest in Brasov, intellectuals (with few exceptions, e.g. Dan Petrescu,109 
Mihai Botez, Doina Cornea110) did not join the workers or express for their 
actions. Botez hailed the workers’ actions as a “rejection of the leadership’s 
economic and political strategies” issuing “a severe warning to the leaders of 
the working class.”111 Mutual suspicion was also fed by the Securitate, who 
created smoke screens around dissenters, through a rumor making machine 
which trivialized motives and therefore courage. Rumors varied: dissent was 
motivated by self-promotion (i.e. Goma lacked talent and needed dissent to 
raise his profi le112) and not courage, since some enjoyed protection from the 
Party (i.e. Ana Blandiana’s links to Gogu Rădulescu, at the time vice-president 
of the State Council, member of the Central Committee and the Executive 
Political Committee), had the benefi t of family ties,113 or were dismissed as 

107 GOMA, Culorile Curcubeului, 22-23. In 1977, Goma wrote an open letter to 
Ceauşescu himself, delivered simultaneously to the Presidential Palace and RFE, dis-
closing the diffi  culty of attracting support: “Some openly refused, honestly admitting 
that showing solidarity comes under such and such article of the Penal Code; others 
did not know the article, but experienced the Securitate from the inside; somewhat 
courageously, some agreed to sign, but by indecipherable signature; others suggested 
to wait and see what happens in the meantime...”

108 Michael SHAFIR, op. cit., p. 145.
109 Writer, essayist and journalist. Placed under Securitate surveillance for anti-communist 

views and open letters to Radio Free Europe. Active in the Iaşi student media outlets. After 
1989: member of the Group for Social Dialogue/GDS, journalistic activity.

110 Apart from support in writing, she distributed over a hundred leafl ets popularizing the 
Braşov uprising. She was imprisoned and interrogated for several weeks, released only after 
pressure was applied by Western media.

111 Vasile SOCOR, “Th e Workers’ Protest in Brasov: Assessment and Aftermath”, RFE Re-
search, Romania Background Report/231, December 1987, p. 3 quoted in Denis DELETANT, 
op. cit., p. 253.

112 Goma’s Securitate fi les reveal well thought out plans to discredit the writer, from spread-
ing rumors about his involvement in a penal criminal act to lack of talent, an idea promoted 
subsequently by the Party cultural weekly led by Eugen Barbu. See “Cod Bărbosul/Codename 
Bearded Man” in a new edition of Culoarea Curcubeului ’77/ Th e Colours of Rainbow 77, 
Iași: Polirom, 2005, including the Securitate fi les 1967-1977.

113 I am in debt to one of my interviewees, who requested anonymity, for this point. Post-
1989, former high ranked Securitate offi  cers, such as gen. Nicolae Plesiţă, claimed that some 
dissidents were on the Securitate’s payroll (i.e. Paul Goma, Vlad Georgescu – for a period head 
of the RFE Romanian section) or CIA agents (Botez). Th e validity of such allegations cannot 
be verifi ed without unrestricted access to classifi ed fi les. 
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aberrant (i.e. Mircea Dinescu was “a bit crazy”). Th e rumors achieved two 
objectives. On one side, this process prevented solidarity and justifi ed pas-
sivity: “I would too if I was protected”. On the other hand, it subjected the 
dissidents to a twofold process of rejection (by the regime, their peers and 
general public) which marginalized and excluded them. By isolating them, 
the regime succeeded in turning them into individual cases, “something that 
irritates, embarrasses, defi es the common norms and habits, and challenges the 
well established order”, it is “peripheral, accidental, isolated”, “an anomaly”, 
and though noisy “they always end up being classifi ed.”114

However, the chronology of Romanian dissent shows a spillover eff ect, 
almost a delayed act of solidarity. Botez started his dissidence a few months af-
ter Goma was forced into exile; Dinescu issued his fi rst public criticism a few 
months after Tudoran was expelled. Given the regime’s control over sources of 
information, knowledge of dissenting activities was dependent upon foreign 
media channels. Between 1988-1989, these alternative media channels had 
the largest audience in Romania,115 and their journalists were often targeted 
by the Securitate (e.g. Monica Lovinescu116 was physically assaulted, and Vlad 
Georgescu117 was assassinated). Consequently, dissidents of the late 1980s en-
joyed far greater authority starting in 1989 than pioneers like Paul Goma. 
Th is news cycle, however, was delayed: news of someone’s opposition to the 
regime had to be transmitted fi rst abroad and then directed through RFE to 
the national audience. By the time the news cycle was completed, the person 
was either already imprisoned, sometimes dead, or had already emigrated. But 
this relay system of voicing discontent broke the monotony of the regime’s 
propaganda. While these actions did not benefi t from public support for any 
number reasons (from cowardice to ignorance to self preservation), in private 
they allowed for some breathing under water. 

Finally, by addressing reality as it actually was, and not as the offi  cial dog-
ma pretended it to be, these solitary voices of dissent injected sanity into the 
schizophrenic environment created by a regime which pretended that all was 

114 Dorin TUDORAN, “Frig sau frică? Sau despre condiţia intelectualului român de azi/ 
Cold or Fear? About the condition of today’s Romanian intellectual”, in TUDORAN, op. cit., 
p. 37. Translated into English as Frost or fear?: refl ections on the condition of the Romanian intel-
lectual, Daphne, Alabama: Europa Media Inc., 1988.

115 Monica LOVINESCU, Emil HUREZEANU, former RFE journalists, interviews with 
this author, Paris: September 29, 2000, and București: May 12, 2000.

116 Monica LOVINESCU (1923-2008), literary critic, essayist, short story writer, transla-
tor, and journalist. Emblematic fi gure of the Romanian Diaspora in Paris starting in 1947. 
Radio Free Europe journalist (1962-1989). Editor of “Th esis and Antithesis in Paris” and “Th e 
up-date on Romanian cultural life” (1967-1989). 

117 Historian, director of the Romanian-language department of Radio Free Europe (1983-
1988). His death in 1988 has been linked, though never proven, to the Securitate, who had pre-
viously threatened his life following a series of broadcasts based on the book by a high ranked 
defector, general Ion Mihai Pacepa.
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well: no food shortages, no lack of heating, no doctors and nurses imprisoned 
for illegal abortions, no political prisoners, no discontent. Th e dissidents had 
escaped the parallel reality glorifi ed to exhaustion in Party controlled writ-
ten media and the offi  cial television channel. Th at the regime felt troubled 
by one individual’s actions exposed the regime’s own vulnerability. Th ey also 
acquired the status of alternative reference points to the ones imposed by the 
Party apparatus. It is therefore no surprise that in the fi rst post-communist 
structure the new elite felt the need to appoint to high offi  ce most high profi le 
dissenters, which was meant to grant the new ruling body legitimacy. Under 
communism, “the signifi cance of small gestures”118 lay not in their ability to 
determine change, but in their capacity to engage a reality covered in ideologi-
cal smoke screens, be it by irony or by metaphor. Hence, individual dissent is 
not a futile solitary crusade of one with limited impact, but an extraordinary 
escape from conformity, made even more extraordinary in the midst of the 
silence of many. 

Conclusion

Th e dimension of Romanian intellectual dissent stands out particularly 
when looked at by comparison. Comparisons, however, are hampered by con-
textual factors: Romania under Ceauşescu was not communist Poland under 
Gierek or even Jaruzelski. Moreover, dissidents faced not just the wrath of 
the regime, but also the likelihood of being shunned by their peers, most of 
whom preferred a refi ned game of Ketmanism, grand philosophy and resis-
tance through culture instead of engagement. In such circumstances, what is 
signifi cant is not that dissent was uncommon, but that it happened at all, even 
though limited in quantity and scope. For the RFE audience, these reports 
of dissent often amounted to infusions of sanity. Other than testifying to an 
individual’s own sense of civic responsibility or courage, and regardless of its 
impact or success, dissent showed that life in communist Romania was not 
totally amorphous or monolithic.

Firstly, individual dissent showed that, despite the sophisticated mecha-
nisms of indoctrination, propaganda and control, the party’s ability to atom-
ize society was not absolute. Secondly, such Quixotic acts provided society 
with reference points outside the confi nes of the Party and the gray zone of 
ethical minimalism. Th irdly, failed solidarity and guilty silence led to soul 
searching after 1989, motivating some intellectuals to assume a public role, 
seeking redemption (“to pay the debts I accumulated during the past twenty, 
ten, fi ve years through my cowardice”119) and purging guilt (“for that which/ 

118 Doina CORNEA, Faţa nevăzută a lucrurilor/ Th e Unseen Side of Th ings, Cluj: Dacia, 1999.
119 Stelian TĂNASE, “Ideea europeană/ Th e European Idea”, in Contemporanul, 16 Octo-

ber 1992.
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I have not done./ (…) Enemies I did not hate,/ Swords I refused to fi ght/ 
with,/ Words I did not learn to/ shout”120). Romanian intellectuals chastise 
themselves for their own performance, comparing it to “irritations, impulsive-
ness. … an outcry. A profanity. … but not politics.”121 Finally, the problem 
was not that the Romanian intellectuals ‘made’ culture; the problem was that 
“they made only culture.”122 Ideally, “not culture at any price and not politics 
at any price. Being neither obedient, nor rebellious makes sense, if you lose 
your soul in the process.”123 Minimizing dissent ignores a larger question: why, 
if it was such a small deal, was it not done by many (“I am ready to accept that 
I have actually done very little. What amazes me is that this «little» has not 
been done by many. Especially since this «little» was possible.”124). Th e world 
inhabited by Romanian intellectuals was one of many nuances, layers and 
smoke screens, a labyrinth of shadows that suff ocated consciousness. In this 
context, their relatively timid acts of rebellion acquire larger symbolism by 
breaking the monotony of an absurd reality, commendable if only for escap-
ing, ever so slightly, a world infested by complicity, suspicion and duplicity.  
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120 “Balanţa cu un singur taler”, in BLANDIANA, Balanţa/ Th e Balance, p. 3.
121 Andrei PLEŞU, interview with this author, București: May 11, 2000.
122 Monica LOVINESCU, interview with this author, Paris: September 29, 2000. My 
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123 Andrei PLEŞU, Jurnalul de la Tescani/ Th e Journal of Tescani, București: Humanitas, 

1991.
124 Andrei PLEŞU, interview with this author, București: May 11, 2000.


