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Chapter Four

ROMANIA
Neither “Fleishig” nor “Milchig”: A Comparative Study

Michael Shafir

Right  after the change of regime in December  1989, Romania displayed 
some features that  were common to most postcommunist East­ Central Eu­
ro pean countries in regard to antisemitism, as well as some specific features 
of its own. Freed from ideological and censorship constraints, latent anti­
semitism erupted in the public space, and  after a while it became a cross­ 
party phenomenon. This does not mean that po liti cal parties had all put 
antisemitism on their banners; it rather means that regardless of ideology, 
both antisemitic prejudice and, above all, the perception of Romania’s “dark 
past”1 of the interwar period and the Second World War, as well as the role 
Jews had allegedly played in the early stage of communism, figured in simi­
lar shades, if not intensity, in all po liti cal formations. The “dark past” was by 
and large ignored and occasionally justified, while the claim about the Jews 
was overemphasized in what turned out to be a re nais sance of the “Judeo­ 
Bolshevik” myth.2 All of  these ele ments  were common to most East­ Central 
Eu ro pean countries.

This is not to say that diferences between attitudes  were not noticeable. 
One could, for example, distinguish between: (a) self­ exculpatory nostalgic 
antisemitism, or parties and movements of a “radical return” to models of 
the interwar radical right; (b) self­ propelling antisemitism, or what I have 
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called parties and movements of a “radical continuity,” based on models 
provided by exacerbated Ceaușescu­ era national communism; (c) neopop­
ulist mercantile antisemitism, in which antisemitism is  either utilized or 
discarded according to what “sells” and what does not at both national and 
international levels; (d) utilitarian antisemitism, which shares some charac­
teristics with neopopulist mercantile antisemitism but is distinguished by 
the fact that it is employed by parties, movements, and personalities who are 
on rec ord as being “anti­ antisemitic”; (e) reactive antisemitism, which is ba­
sically explained in terms of a “competitive martyrdom” between the Holo­
caust and the Gulag; and (f) vengeance antisemitism, represented by  those 
who are driven by the  simple hatred of Jews for what ever they do or refrain 
from  doing.3 For this chapter, utilitarian antisemitism is of special relevance, 
for it unwillingly and unwittingly triggered significant shifts in the official 
narrative on antisemitism and the Holocaust. However, that official narra­
tive is not necessarily accompanied by a similarly extensive shift in unoffi­
cial practices and attitudes. This is best examined by observing how reactive 
antisemitism replaced Holocaust denial and/or trivialization with “Holo­
caust obfuscation” 4 within the general East­ Central Eu ro pean trend of com­
petitive martyrdom.

From the Antonescu Cult to Ordinance 31/2002

With Romania banging on NATO’s doors, and against the background of 
protests in the United States and Israel triggered by the Ion Antonescu cult 
in Romania, in 2001 former Romanian president Ion Iliescu attended a cer­
emony commemorating the 1941 Iași pogrom, where he felt compelled to 
declare that “no  matter what we may think, international public opinion 
considers Antonescu to have been a war criminal.”5 This was as honest an 
admission as Iliescu was capable of that Romanian and Western memory of 
the Second World War did not coincide.

By early 2002 Romania had been bluntly told by US officials that the 
conditions for its ac cep tance into NATO included facing its Second World 
War past, and that it would have to put an end to the Marshal Antonescu 
cult that had been thriving in Romania since 1990.6 Although the cult’s main 
promoters  were  people associated with the Greater Romanian Party (Par­
tidul România Mare, PRM), its spectrum was in fact far wider, cutting across 
party lines and involving prominent historians and other intellectuals. 
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Between six and eight statues had been erected in memory of the Marshal, 
twenty­ five streets and squares had been renamed  after him, and in Iaşi even 
the “Heroes” military cemetery carried the dictator’s name.7 On March 18, 
2002, the Defense Ministry launched a syllabus on the Holocaust at the Na­
tional Defense College in Bucharest, and in a message to participants, Prime 
Minister Adrian Năstase said that “the  future cannot be built on falsifica­
tion and mystification,” and that the 1941 pogroms in Iași and the decimation 
of Jews in liberated Bessarabia and Bukovina, as well as the  later deporta­
tion of Jews to Transnistria, had been “in no way dif er ent from . . .  the 
Nazi operation known  under the name of the Final Solution.” In his mes­
sage, Năstase announced that the government had approved an emergency 
ordinance prohibiting the display of “racist or fascist symbols,” the erection 
of statues or plaques commemorating  those convicted in Romania or abroad 
for “crimes against peace” and “crimes against humanity,” and the naming 
of streets and other places  after  those personalities.

Emergency ordinances become efective upon their issuance, but must 
eventually be approved by the parliament in order to become laws. Lengthy 
debates in parliamentary commissions showed that this was by no means to 
be taken for granted, as it took four years for the Romanian parliament to 
approve the new law.8 The procrastination was obviously intentional. As ap­
proved, the new law employed the definition of the Holocaust included in 
the report issued by the International Commission on the Holocaust in 
Romania (see infra)— “the state­ sponsored systematic persecution and an­
nihilation of Eu ro pean Jewry by Nazi Germany, its allies and collaborators 
between 1933–1945”— adding to it that the country’s Roma population had 
also been subjected to “deportation and annihilation.”9

A Presidential Blunder Gives Rise to a Commission

The setting up of the Commission has its own peculiar saga. It followed a 
blunder by Ion Iliescu in an interview with a journalist from the Israeli daily 
Haaretz.10 Engaging in “Holocaust trivialization,” the president told the in­
terviewer that “the Holocaust was not unique to the Jewish population in 
Eu rope. Many  others, including Poles, died in the same way.” But only Jews 
and Gypsies, the interviewer observed in reaction, had been “targeted for 
genocide” at that time. To which Iliescu responded, “I know. But  there  were 
 others, who  were labeled communists, and they  were similarly victimized.” 
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Although Iliescu admitted that massacres of Jews had been perpetrated on 
Romania’s territory proper and observed that “the leaders of that time are 
responsible for  those events,” he insisted “it is impossible to accuse the Ro­
manian  people and the Romanian society of this. When Germany declared 
[sic] the Final Solution— a decision that was obeyed by other countries, in­
cluding Hungary— Antonescu no longer supported that policy. On the con­
trary, he took steps to protect the Jews. That, too, is historical truth.” In an 
attempt to hush the international scandal created by the interview, the pres­
ident proposed the setting up of what became known as the Elie Wiesel 
Commission,  after the name of its chairman.

Established in October  2003 and ending its work one year  later, the 
Commission’s achievement proved to be a milestone in the official narrative 
of the Holocaust in Romania. Its members included several recommenda­
tions in their Final Report.11 In what follows, I examine to what extent  these 
recommendations  were heeded or sidestepped, and how, and I briefly dis­
cuss the reactions that they triggered in society.

In order to improve the public awareness of the Holocaust, the govern­
ment “should issue an official declaration acknowledging the report of the 
Commission and adopting the entirety of its contents and conclusion.” This 
recommendation was promptly implemented and the entire report was 
placed on the website of the Romanian presidency. Similarly implemented 
in full was the recommendation that “once accepted and endorsed by the 
president of Romania,” the report be published in full in Romanian and 
 En glish.  Under the same heading, the Commission also recommended that 
the “full report be distributed throughout the country to all libraries, 
schools, universities, and other educational and research institutions.” This 
recommendation was never put into practice. While the written media car­
ried some rather perfunctory items on the Commission’s conclusions, and 
while some of  these items  were often accompanied by dismissive comments 
by readers, most reactions (particularly on the internet)  were negative and 
had antisemitic tones.12

The Commission remarked that “many Romanian textbooks currently 
in use that do refer to the Holocaust pres ent incomplete or even factually 
incorrect information.” It therefore recommended that “the Ministry of 
Education create a working group in cooperation with experts of the Com­
mission and appropriate international institutions, with the purpose of 
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reviewing, correcting, revising and drafting appropriate curricula and text­
book material on the Holocaust based on the findings of the Commission’s 
report.”13

The Commission was referring to the textbooks used by schools since 
1999, when, following the 1998 initiative of Education Minister Andrei 
Marga, Holocaust education was introduced in the national curricula as a 
mandatory subject (to be tackled in two to four hours) in the larger frame­
work of the history of the Second World War (which is taught in the seventh, 
tenth, eleventh, and twelfth grades). The first textbooks to include the topic 
 were published in 1999, but due to the lack of reliable resources and a unitary 
view on recent Romanian history, many of them included wrong or biased 
information, usually in a clear attempt to exonerate the Romanian authori­
ties from any responsibility for their war time wrongdoings. As a result of the 
Commission’s recommendation,  things appeared to take a turn for the bet­
ter, and with a few exceptions, the textbooks published  after 2004  were gen­
erally more coherent and accurate.

Concerning higher education, the Commission recommended that 
“universities and the Romanian Acad emy should be called on to or ga nize 
conferences and symposia on the Holocaust in Romania.” It also said “col­
leges and universities should be encouraged to establish courses on the sub­
ject, not only for their students but also for professional, cultural, and public 
opinion leaders in this country.” Four universities (the Babes­ Bolyai Uni­
versity of Cluj­ Napoca, the University of Bucharest, the AlexandruIoan 
Cuza University of Iași, and the National School for Po liti cal and Adminis­
trative Studies— SNSPA of Bucharest) heeded the recommendation.

The Romanian Acad emy, mentioned in the report’s recommendations, 
is another story altogether. Packed with members appointed  under the 
national­ communist regime of Ceaușescu (as membership in this institu­
tion is for life), as well as with historians with links to the former Iron Guard 
(the Legionary Movement) and/or the communist secret police, the Acad­
emy is a bastion of nationalist tradition.14  After repeated postponements, on 
February 17, 2014, Romania’s most prestigious scientific forum hosted a special 
public debate titled “Historical Information and Testimonies Concerning 
the Holocaust in Romania.” The meeting was or ga nized in collaboration 
with the Federation of Jewish Communities in Romania (FCER) and the 
Elie Wiesel National Institute for the Study of the Holocaust in Romania 
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(INSHR– EW) as part of the events marking International Holocaust Re­
membrance Day (January  27). Acad emy president Ionel Haiduc, who 
apologized for having to leave early due to other engagements, chaired the 
meeting. At that point, one of his deputies, historian Dan Berindei, stepped 
in for Haiduc. Berindei commented that although the forum had heard 
“in ter est ing  things,” it was “a pity that the historical context had not been 
taken into account.”15 Though reminiscent of German historian Martin 
Broszat’s advocacy of “historicization (Historiesierung),”16 which warned 
against demonizing Nazism by judging it outside its  actual historical con­
text, Berindei’s remark was a lot more than that. It had all the ingredients of 
what has been called “Holocaust obfuscation,” which is based on the “Dou­
ble Genocide” theory that claims that the Holocaust was part of the reaction 
to (as well as an emulation of) the provocations posed by Bolshevism within 
what Holocaust trivializer17 Ernst Nolte called the “Eu ro pean Civil War” 
(see infra).18

Returning to the Commission’s conclusions, it was said that “the gov­
ernment of Romania has  adopted October 9 (2004) as the official date of 
Holocaust commemoration.”19 The choice of October  9 followed the sug­
gestion of the Commission, whose work was ongoing at that time, and it took 
 legal form with Government Decision no. 672 of May 5, 2004. The day marks 
the beginning of deportations to Transnistria of Romanian Jews from 
 Bukovina. The Commission also recommended that “a national memorial 
to the victims of the Holocaust should be erected on public property in Bu­
charest.”20  After considerable procrastination, the monument was fi nally 
inaugurated on October 8, 2009. Since then, annual ceremonies are held at 
the site on October 9, attended by  either the head of state or his representatives, 
governmental officials, and members of the diplomatic corps accredited in 
Bucharest.

The Commission drew attention to the existence of “several mass 
graves of Holocaust victims . . .  (most notably victims of the Iaşi pogrom 
[June  1941]), that should be properly identified and maintained by the 
government of Romania.”21 A first and impor tant step in this direction was 
made in 2010, when an INSHR– EW team headed by historian Adrian 
Cioflâncă identified at Popricani, a locality situated at a short distance from 
Iași, a mass grave in which thirty­ six victims of the Holocaust (among them, 
twelve  children and nine  women) had been buried.22 A case file was opened 
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with the Prosecutor’s Office in Iași, which then relinquished competence in 
 favor of the local Military Prosecutor’s Office. In February 2012 the Military 
Prosecutor’s Office attached to the Bucharest Court of Appeal took over the 
inquiry, as the investigations had established that it was a case of genocide. 
In an unpre ce dented decision, the investigators announced in April  2014 
that the Romanian army had committed genocide in 1941  in the forest of 
Popricani.23 Furthermore, as of 2017, the same team was searching for mass 
graves at locations in the Republic of Moldova, and had already discovered 
sites where the Romanian army had similarly executed Jews at the outset of 
the Second World War.24

The Commision also noted the necessity of “reversing the rehabilitation 
of war criminals.” In this connection it named “the noted war criminals 
Radu Dinulescu and Gheorghe Petrescu, whose ‘rehabilitation’ was recently 
upheld by the Supreme Court.”25 Col o nel Dinulescu, chief of the Second 
Section of the General Staf, and his deputy within the same section, 
 Col o nel Petrescu, had been exonerated by the Supreme Court in 1998 and 
1999, respectively. They had been sentenced in 1953 to fifteen years of hard 
 labor and ten years of civic degradation (Dinulescu) and ten years of hard 
 labor and a similar period of civic degradation (Petrescu), and to the confis­
cation of their assets.26 They had been found guilty of having participated in 
the preparations for the Iași pogrom; of organ izing the deportations to 
Transnistria; and of mistreating prisoners of war and a part of the civil pop­
ulation in Bessarabia.27

Romania’s then Prosecutor General, Ilie Botoș, initiated a procedure 
called “extraordinary appeal,” whereby prosecutors may appeal unjustified 
sentencing. The  whole afair was kept secret. In both Dinulescu’s and Pe­
trescu’s cases, the Prosecutor General claimed that the Iași pogrom had 
never involved participation of the General Staf’s Second Section, and that 
it had been or ga nized by German SS troops. The position  adopted  here 
clearly corresponds to what elsewhere I described as that variety of “deflective 
negationism” that, by placing all guilt on the Germans alone, is in fact at­
tempting to exonerate not merely individuals such as Dinulescu and Petrescu, 
but states and local collaboration.28

The Commission also mentioned the need for “correcting and enforc­
ing legislation on Holocaust denial and public veneration of Antonescu.”29 
The reference was to Emergency Ordinance 31/ 2002, which eventually 
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 became Law 107/2006. The prob lems with this law  were manifold. First, 
mention should be made of the traditional Romanian propensity for ignor­
ing legislation. Second, however, the judiciary (prosecutors and tribunals 
alike) have tended to interpret the legislation forbidding the denial of the 
Holocaust as if it referred to denial of the genocide having taken place else­
where (although many such cases  were also ignored), not in Romania. In 
this re spect, the report has been a failure, despite having been accepted 
by the authorities. According to official statistics, between 2002 and 2015, 
only fourteen cases led to indictments for violating the provisions of Ordi­
nance 31/2002. How many  were actually convicted is not known. Between 
2007 and 2015, out of a total of 294 complaints to the Prosecutor General’s 
office for violations of the provisions of Law 107/2016, prosecutions  were 
launched in seven cases, involving nine persons. In 2005 a Braşov­ based tri­
bunal convicted Iron Guard apologist Gheorghe Opriţa to thirty months in 
prison, but the sentence was quashed on appeal in 2006.30

 Under  these circumstances, it became clear that the law had to be 
amended to address both its main lacunae. First, the legislation had to clar­
ify that denying the Holocaust also referred to Romania and its own contri­
bution to the perpetration of the Shoah; and second, the interdiction on 
propaganda and display of symbols in the public space had to specifically 
refer to the Iron Guard.  After significant pressure from abroad and intensive 
lobbying by the INSHR– EW, this was achieved with the approval of Law 
217 in July 2015.31 The amendment was initiated by three parliamentarians 
representing the Partidul Naţional Liberal (PNL, National Liberal Party), 
one of whom, Crin Antonescu, had presidential ambitions at the time.32 
According to malicious comments in the media, Antonescu was thereby 
hoping to enlist US support for his candidacy; true or not, this reflected the 
notorious canard according to which Romania was ruled by the United 
States and the United States, in turn, was ruled by Jews. Sadly, Crin An­
tonescu subsequently confirmed the existence of a huge discrepancy be­
tween the official and the unofficial narratives on the Holocaust.

Whereas Ordinance 31/2002 had prompted many negative reactions 
denying Romania’s role in the Holocaust and Ion Antonescu’s role in par tic­
u lar,33 this time around, reactions tended to focus on the Iron Guard, but 
had ramifications for the more general ongoing debates in East­ Central 
 Eu rope about the crimes committed by the two totalitarian regimes of the 

528-70049_ch01_1P.indd   103 8/28/17   2:19 PM



104 | Holocaust Public Memory in Postcommunist Romania

-1—
0—
+1—

hn hk io il sy SY ek eh
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh

twentieth  century— Nazism and communism. Both times, the debates trig­
gered what Rafał Pankowski, when discussing the case of Jedwabne and the 
“Auschwitz crosses” in Poland, calls a “by­ product” that “led to antisemitic 
views being expressed more loudly than before and with more mainstream 
legitimacy, especially in the broadly conceived right­ wing conservative 
spectrum.”34

Double Genocide, Holocaust Obfuscation,  
Competitive Martyrdom

 These reactions fall in line with three main and intertwined characteristics 
of postcommunist attitudes to memory and the “dark past,” found else­
where in the region as well. The first characteristic is the repeated use of the 
Double Genocide theory. In a nutshell, the Double Genocide theory places 
the Gulag and its local derivates on par with the Holocaust. In its more be­
nign form, it calls for “symmetry” in condemning the two atrocities of the 
last  century, which it casts as equally repulsive, and for a similar “symmetry” 
in punishing  those guilty for them. In its (rather common) aggressive form, 
it insists on the role played by Jews in communization, which in the eyes 
of the theory’s partisans should exculpate local collaboration with the Na­
zis. This latter form has many ele ments in common with deflecting the guilt 
for the Holocaust onto the Jews themselves.

The second characteristic, Holocaust obfuscation,35 channels the de­
bate  toward the alleged guilt of the Jews for bringing communism to power, 
with the purpose of justifying local participation in the perpetration of the 
Shoah, which is by and large ignored, while autochthonous re sis tance 
against communism is grossly exaggerated. With this purpose in mind, no 
distinction is made between the Nazi genocide and the Stalinist crimes 
against humanity, in spite of the fact that according to international legisla­
tion both are exempt from the statute of limitations.

This prompts the third and last characteristic, namely, “competitive 
martyrdom.”36 In its search for positive heroes to replace the ousted and 
 artificial communist symbolism, and against the background of communist 
Holocaust neglect and/or distortion, the Double Genocide approach is fast 
becoming in all  these countries the master commemorative narrative, one 
in which the myth of anticommunist re sis tance finds both hero­ models and 
exculpation for the past. Within the framework of a  century dominated by 
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the Holocaust as a paradigmatic genocide, competitive martyrdom is the 
synthesis of all  these ele ments. It strives to provide an alternative dominant 
narrative, not an alternative paradigm, for the paradigm remains genocidal. 
In the substituted narrative, the collective trauma of denationalization and 
Sovietization prevails over any attempt to draw attention to the sufering of 
Jews and Roma during the Holocaust, the more so as Jews continue to be 
perceived as instruments of communization.

The Double Genocide theory was first advanced in the Baltic states (to 
be more precise, in Lithuania) soon  after the fall of communism. Lithuania 
was also the first state to grant Double Genocide institutional recognition, 
by passing legislation that prohibits the denial of both Nazi and communist 
“genocides” in 2010.37 It was followed in the same year by similar legislation 
in Hungary. The denial of communist crimes was also introduced in the pe­
nal codes (albeit in dif er ent forms) in Latvia, the Czech Republic, Poland, 
Moldova, and Ukraine.38

Expectedly, publications with overt Iron Guardist profiles denounced 
the amendment without mincing words. The legionary veterans’ journal 
Permanențe (Consistencies), printed irregularly since 1998, published a 
 special edition entirely dedicated to the new version of the law. The main 
contribution was a three­ page­ long article titled “Abuzul statului împotriva 
drepturilor cetățeanului— încă posibil în România” (The abuse of the state 
against the citizen’s rights— still pos si ble in Romania). The article ended 
with an “appeal” supported by nearly all organ izations, foundations, and 
Orthodox Church organ izations with legionary sympathies—no less than 
fifteen in total.39 The “appeal” had been issued before the approval of Law 
217, in the hope of dissuading the legislature from proceeding. Nothing that 
followed (apart from some injurious attacks on INSHR– EW and its direc­
tor, and some rather melodramatic outbursts) added anything new to the 
arguments of the legionaries and their sympathizers. It is therefore suffi­
cient to examine the initial reaction, expressed by the article.

First, it was argued that Law 217/2015 represented an attack on the consti­
tutional provision guaranteeing freedom of expression and of assembly. This 
was  little more than an emblematic illustration of the reactions of extremists 
(left and right) whenever their own antisystemic capability to undermine de­
mocracy is circumvented. To “demonstrate” this contention, the article made 
use of a syllogism: since all previous postcommunist attempts to outlaw the 
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legionaries and their ofshoots had failed, this was proof that they had al­
ways acted strictly within demo cratic procedure. This neglects to mention 
that the failures  were due to a  great extent to the fact that Ordinance 31/2002 
and Law 107/2006 do not specifically refer to the Iron Guard.

The article also utilized as an argument the hoax that the Nuremberg Tri­
bunal had allegedly exonerated the Iron Guard in re spect of all accusations. 
The hoax is not very original, having also been utilized by sympathizers of 
Monsignor Jozef Tiso in Slovakia.40 In real ity, the tribunal never dealt with 
any fascist movements anywhere except in Nazi Germany. It was also 
claimed in the article that the purpose of the amendments included in Law 
217 was to introduce a new form of censorship similar to that introduced by 
Stalinist rule in late 1947 and early 1948. This old­ new censorship would al­
legedly outlaw the reading, studying, and dissemination of works by Roma­
nian intellectuals who at one point or another had sympathized with the 
Iron Guard (including Mircea Eliade, Emil Cioran, and poet Radu Gyr, 
 author of the Iron Guard anthem “Holy Legionary Youth”). In  actual fact, 
the amendment specifically referred to propaganda aimed at exonerating 
Iron Guard ideology; to organ izing pro­ Guard events; to the dissemination 
of legionary symbols; and to utilizing public space for the promotion of the 
cult of personalities sentenced for war crimes  after the Second World War. 
The new law did not mention and was not intended to prohibit the republica­
tion of works by former Iron Guard sympathizers when it came to their 
literary, philosophical, or so cio log i cal publications, as critics (and not only 
declared Guard sympathizers) had insinuated. Fi nally, the article gave full 
vent to the Double Genocide theory and to competitive martyrdom. The 
Iron Guard, it claimed, had been at the forefront of the strug gle against 
communism, and its leaders and sympathizers imprisoned by the commu­
nists  were the martyrs of the nation, as proved by the numerous priests 
with Iron Guard sympathies (known for some time as Sfinții Închisorilor, or 
“Prison Saints”).

The Prison Saints phenomenon is not unique to Romania. In Serbia, the 
dominant Orthodox Church had transformed the virulently antisemitic 
Bishop Nikolaj Velimirović (1880–1956) from “traitor,” as he was dubbed by 
the communists, into a “saint.” 41 Slovak attempts to bring about the beatifi­
cation of Bishop Ján Vojtaššák  were thwarted  after Israeli historians wrote 
to Pope John Paul II, showing that the bishop had been a Nazi sympathizer 
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and had participated in a meeting of the Slovak National Council in 
March 1942 where plans to deport 58,000 Jews (most of whom perished in 
extermination camps) had been discussed. Vojtaššák was Deputy Chair­
man of the council headed by Tiso himself in the clerical fascist state. He 
was sentenced in 1950 to twenty­ four years in prison and released in 1963 
 under an amnesty. Vojtaššák died in 1965 and his conviction was quashed in 
1990. The Slovak Bishops Conference continues to press for his canoniza­
tion.42 Croat Archbishop Alojzije Viktor Stepinac, who was Ante Pavelić’s 
spiritual advisor  under the Ustaša Nazi puppet regime and supreme mili­
tary vicar of the army of the In de pen dent State of Croatia, is a third Prison 
Saint. One of the initiators of the forcible conversion of the Orthodox Serbs, 
Stepinac was beatified by Pope John Paul II in 1998 and declared a “martyr,” 
and to the chagrin of the Serbs, he might soon be canonized. Stepinac was 
tried by the communist regime and sentenced to sixteen years in prison for 
treason and collaboration with the Ustaša regime, but  later was released, 
confined to his home village, and made a cardinal by Pope Pius XII in 1952.43

Returning to Romania, the Prison Saints phenomenon deserves further 
examination. The incarcerated priests  were all, or nearly all, former Iron 
Guardists, some of whom had been imprisoned already by Marshal An­
tonescu for having participated in the legionary rebellion against him in 
January  1941. Their pasts as members of the Iron Guard are seldom men­
tioned, and if they are, no mention is made of the Guard’s antisemitism. On 
the contrary, heroic deeds have been attributed to some of them (e.g., Vale­
riu Gafencu) that prove their “love” for Jews who  were also incarcerated, 
though  these alleged deeds are never mentioned in the prison memoirs of 
the Jews themselves (e.g., Pastor Richard Wurmbrand).44

It is not an accident that authors known for their previous attempts to 
rehabilitate the Iron Guard and its members, including founder Corneliu 
Zelea Codreanu, edit many of  these books that follow a similar goal. For 
example, a volume edited by Răzvan Codrescu (one of the first to attempt to 
rehabilitate Codreanu) contains articles by himself, by Sorin Lavric (author 
of a eulogistic volume on phi los o pher Constantin Noica and the Iron 
Guard45), and by Radu Preda, who in May 2014 was appointed Director of 
the Institute for the Investigation of Communist Regime Crimes and the 
Memory of the Romanian Exile (IICCMER). His pre de ces sor, the young 
historian Andrei Muraru, had carefully avoided any association of IICCMER 
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with competitive martyrdom and links to Iron Guard promoters, and when 
he left to become a presidential counselor to newly elected president Klaus 
Iohannis, his departure radically changed IICCMER’s face. Immediately 
upon his appointment, Preda, a theologian by training, stated that it was his 
“obligation” to place “the case of the ‘Prison Saints’ on the agenda of the in­
stitute.” 46 In the aforementioned volume, he authored two articles: “Mercena­
rii memoriei” (Memory’s mercenaries) and “Memoria ca obligaţie” (Memory 
as an obligation). Lavric’s contribution was titled “Nevoia de martiri” (The 
need of martyrs), while Codrescu himself wrote “Martirologia temniţelor 
comuniste” (The martyrology of communist jails) and reported on the re­
cently held “First Symposium of Martyrdom.” 47 In the former tract, he 
placed anticommunist militant and Radio  Free Eu rope journalist Monica 
Lovinescu and Corneliu Coposu, the leader of the Partidul Naţional 
Țărănesc Creştin Demo crat (PNȚCD, Christian Demo cratic National Peas­
ants’ Party), side by side with Codreanu and legionary police chief Alexan­
dru Gyka. As Alexandru Climescu formulated it, this was disingenuous 
“or ga nized confusion.” 48

Apologists of the Guard  were also at the vanguard of attacks on the IN­
SHR– EW and its director, Alexandru Florian, since INSHR– EW and Flo­
rian, personally, had long pressed lawmakers to amend Law 217. Examples 
abound and can be easily found by a search of the internet.  Under the auspices 
of the Professor George Manu Foundation— one of several organ izations 
specializing in Iron Guard cleansing— Cezarina Condurache (a member of 
Permanențe’s editorial board) published in 2015 a volume titled Chipuri ale 
demnităţii româneşti. Eroi ai neamului şi Sfinţi ai Ȋnchisorilor ( Faces of Roma­
nian dignity: heroes of the nation and saints of prison) and edited another 
tome titled Eroi anticomunişti şi Sfinţii Ȋnchisorilor reincriminaţi prin Legea 
217/2015 (The anticommunist heroes and saints of prison re­ incriminated by 
Law 217/2015).49 Lavric’s contribution to the latter volume says a lot about 
the purpose of this exercise. Titled “Damnatio memoriae” (Latin for con­
demnation of memory), it lists fourteen “traits” of the “persecutor.” From 
the very first trait, it becomes clear that this is a ste reo typical antisemitic 
endeavor of Holocaust obfuscation: “The persecutor’s first trait is that he 
descends from the clique [tagma] of  those who brought communism to Eu­
rope. The group of allogeneic conspirators who dreamt of enthroning the 
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Bolshevik revolution in all Eu ro pean countries . . .  , that group represents 
the grand fathers of  those persecuting us  today.”50

The second trait, according to Lavric, is in fact a meta phor borrowed 
from the history of the Roman Empire, where the names of  those fallen 
from grace  were banished from even being mentioned, so that “two gen­
erations on, nobody knew anymore who that or that person had been.” 
Similarly, “ after having physically exterminated his enemies in communist 
prisons, the persecutor seeks to kill them for a second time, destroying their 
posthumous effigy. The destruction goes from symbolic diabolization to 
elimination from the annals of collective memory.”51 According to Lavric, 
this is precisely what the partisans of Law 217 seek to do.

According to the third trait Lavric attributes to the persecutor, he al­
ways poses as a representative of the law. The author then spends over half a 
page clarifying to readers the distinction between legality and legitimacy, 
without even once mentioning the name of Max Weber, the real author of 
the distinction. But when he comes to the fourth trait, he duly mentions the 
Nazi constitutional and international relations theoretician Carl Schmitt, 
citing as illustration Schmitt’s diary, written between 1947 and 1951, when 
he was prohibited from publishing. According to Lavric, this illustrates the 
“humiliating posture of him whose right to reply has been taken away.”52

One need not read all fourteen traits, for they are actually summarized 
in the thirteenth, where Lavric unwittingly confirms the counternarrative 
nature of competitive martyrdom: “The thirteenth trait is that the persecutor 
atavistically hates  those dignified examples that might belittle his acquisitive 
influence. This is precisely why the persecutor is seized with defiling frenzy 
( frenezie profanatoare) when he hears about heroes (partisans), martyrs 
(victims of communist prisons) or saints (clerical figures with power of 
 attraction over the masses).  These figures are the totemic capital whose 
symbol upsets him beyond mea sure. . . .  . This is why  these words . . .  have a 
‘demo cratic’ smell driving the persecutor mad, why the zeal with which he 
seeks to annihilate their memory touches a draconic threshold.”53

One of Condurache’s edited volumes is extensively cited in an article 
published by Professor Gabriel Andreescu, who joined the attacks against 
Florian, making personal  family allegations for which he was forced to apol­
ogize when threatened with a lawsuit.54 Andreescu, who was among the first 
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to embrace “symmetry,” that is, the Double Genocide argument in Romania, 
and for this (and other) reasons opposed Ordinance 31/2002,55 also honored 
the author of this chapter with a few paragraphs in which he reproached me 
for lack of compassion for the Iron Guard victims.56

However, Andreescu was neither the most prominent nor the most in­
fluential of the “mainstream” intellectuals to express misgivings about or 
outright opposition to the amended law. The list is too long to reproduce in 
full, but two names deserve mention in par tic u lar, although, meta phor ically 
speaking, oceans divide the quality of their products: Andrei Pleșu on the 
one hand, and Oana Stănciulescu on the other. We  shall deal with both 
when discussing “liberal negationism.”

The Extreme Right’s Parliamentary Antechamber

In September 2014 the Bucharest Court of Appeals rejected the objections 
of the Prosecutor General’s Office against registering the Every thing for the 
Country Party (Partidul Totul pentru Țară, TpȚ).57 The first attempt to reg­
ister a party  under that name— which was also the name of the Iron Guard 
 after 1934— dates back to 1993, when due to the rejection of that bid the 
group registered instead  under the name Every thing for the Fatherland 
(Totul pentru Patrie). Among its leaders (first as vice chairman and  later as 
chairman) was Ion Gavrilă Ogoranu, who was posthumously transformed 
into a “hero­ model” for having fought against the communist regime at the 
head of a group of Iron Guardist partisans. A motion picture about him titled 
Portretul luptătorului la tinereţe (Portrait of the fighter as a young man), pro­
duced in 2010, did not once mention the Iron Guard “detail.”58 Yet, when 
Ogoranu died in 2006, his casket was wrapped up in the Legion’s flag, for he 
had never abandoned his legionary ideas; Premier Călin Popescu Tăriceanu 
(PNL) saw fit to send a wreath to the burial ceremony.59 Similarly, in Latvia, 
Herberts Cuckurs, the deputy commander of the murderous Arājs Com­
mando unit that played a leading role in the mass annihilation of the Jews in 
Riga and elsewhere in Latvia and Belarus, was transformed into the hero of 
a 2014 musical depicting his brave deeds as an aviator.60

In Croatia, the 2016 release of a documentary by film director Jakov 
Sedlar titled Jasenovac— The Truth that minimized the number of victims 
at the concentration camp prompted the Coordinating Committee of Jewish 
Communities in Croatia to boycott the yearly commemoration that takes 
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place on April 22 at Jasenovac, where at least 83,000 prisoners (Serbs, Jews, 
Roma, and anti­ Nazi Croats)  were killed by the Ustaša regime. Instead, a 
separate vigil was held on April 13 at the site of the former death camp. The 
decision to boycott the ceremonies was joined by the Serbian National 
Council in Croatia. Sedlar told Croatian Radio– Television HRT that the num­
ber of victims was exaggerated as a result of “non­ scientific Yugo slav histori­
ography,” and that the  actual figure was 20,000 to 40,000. Culture Minister 
Hasanbegović (see infra) supported his claims.

Returning to the TpȚ, its electoral success was meager, as it managed to 
elect just a few local councilors. The party reregistered  under its original 
name in 2011, and this time around, the Bucharest Tribunal accepted the 
registration despite the party’s obvious (and hence illegal) roots in the fas­
cist formation established in 1934 as successor formation of the Iron Guard.61 
The Prosecutor General’s Office failed in several attempts to have the party 
dissolved on grounds of “fascist ideology.” Yet, the TpȚ was erased from 
the list of parties in 2015,  because it did not comply with  legal provisions 
concerning the functioning of po liti cal formations. Among other provisions, 
the law stipulated that po liti cal formations must have at least 25,000 mem­
bers registered in eigh teen counties and obtain a minimum of 50,000 votes 
in county, local, or parliamentary elections. The tribunal rejected the TpȚ’s 
argument that it had failed to meet this requirement due to harassment by 
the Prosecutor General’s office.62 However, an initiative for changing that 
legislation on po liti cal parties to allow registration with just three members 
was approved soon  after, and it would not be surprising if the TpȚ reapplies 
for registration as a legally functioning formation. The initiators of the 
change  were not sympathizers of the extreme right. Rather, as civil society 
activists, they claimed that the current requirements  were far too strict and 
hence undemo cratic. The TpȚ, of course, supported this initiative.63

Another po liti cal formation on the ultranationalist spectrum entered 
officially into po liti cal competition in 2015,  after the change in the law on 
po liti cal parties. This is the New Right (Noua Dreaptă, ND). Its roots are 
in the New Right Association set up by  lawyer Tudor Ionescu in 2000. At 
that time, and in the fascist tradition, the ND defined itself a “movement” 
rather than a po liti cal party. Antisemitism was more implicit than empha­
sized among the expressions of its members, who often wore green t­ shirts 
with Codreanu’s portrait and displayed the Celtic cross characteristic of the 
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neofascists.64 Considerably more emphasized  were (and continue to be) 
anti­ Roma and anti­ Hungarian attitudes and homophobia, alongside an 
ethnocratic affiliation to the Romanian Orthodox Church and (more re­
cently) an antirefugee posture, a subject on which the ND identifies with 
the positions of Hungary and Slovakia.65 It has also expanded its activity in 
the neighboring Republic of Moldova. Soon, the ND also became involved 
in the apparently lucrative business of marketing Codreanu (and Prison 
Saints) t­ shirts, CDs with ultra­ right racist rock bands, and symbols of the 
Legionary Movement. It was clearly following models from elsewhere in 
Eastern Eu rope, for example, Poland in the early 1990s.66 Perhaps the best 
and most concise description of the ND is the following: “They are few, but 
they are vocal. They are religious and march with icons, but they also wear 
military clothes. They love God, but hate refugees and minorities. They be­
lieve they defend their country, but regularly flaut its laws.” 67

A third neolegionary formation that appeared  after the change in the 
law on po liti cal parties initially called itself the Group for Romania (Gru­
pul pentru România, GpR). This name was no coincidence, for the central 
figure in the new formation is Marian Munteanu, the leader of the first neo­
legionary formation set up  after 1989, the MpR (Movement for Romania). 
Furthermore, the group includes sociologist Ilie Bădescu, who chaired the 
“senate” of the MpR— a body that copied the legionaries’ “senate.” 68 An­
other prominent member is actor Dan Puric, known for his unconcealed 
admiration for the Iron Guard. The GpR spokesman, Florin Zamfirescu,69 
who is also an actor, first introduced the group to the public on January 13, 
2016, on the private TV station Realitatea.

Employing classical fascist palinge ne tic terminology,70 Zamfirescu be­
gan by stating that the main purpose of the GpR was “Romania’s salvation.” 
That meant, above all, “reestablishing the property right of Romanians over 
their [own] country,” as Marian Munteanu put it in a separate interview on 
Realitatea TV the next day.71 Zamfirescu said the new group appeals to “all 
Christians” to join it; the implication was opaque but nonetheless reflected 
the nativist­ ethnocratic mind of the group’s organizers. Anyway, according 
to Florin Colceag, another GpR founding member, Romania was the cradle 
of Eu ro pean civilization, and its  people  were “the Dacians, who always lived 
 here.”72 It was consequently necessary, according to Munteanu, “to defend 
the identity values of Romanian civilization.”73 The GpR, Munteanu also 
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said, intended to become at the next (2016) elections a “significant parlia­
mentary party of at least 100 members,” that is, the third­ largest parliamen­
tary group in the legislature  after the Social Demo cratic Party and 
the PNL.74

On March  28, again on Realitatea TV, Munteanu suddenly came up 
with a new name and a new manifesto for the envisaged formation. Appar­
ently warned about the association with the MpR the GpR had stirred, he 
singlehandedly changed the name to Our Alliance Romania (Alianța 
Noastră România, ANR).75 Its manifesto circulated on the internet the 
same eve ning  under the title “Proclamation.”76 He called for a “mobiliza­
tion of insurrectional dimensions,” carefully adding that he had in mind 
a “civic insurrection” of all  those who put “loyalty” to Romania above any 
other interest. Some of the formulations utilized in the ANR manifesto 
 were purposely designed to mislead. Among other  things, the document 
said the ANR  will “discourage any xenophobic or anti­ Romanian actions, 
blocking any attempts to change Romania’s current political­ administrative 
profile through vari ous forms of coercion— whether ethnic, cultural or 
religious.”77

It was noble of Munteanu to distance the ANR from xenophobia, but 
literary critic Alex I. Ștefănescu, one of his supporters, explained why xeno­
phobia and anti­ Romanian actions had been put on the same footing. In 
Romania, Ștefănescu said, natives are in the minority when it comes to 
interest promotion. The time had come to correct this situation: national 
minorities should be respected, but represented in proportion to their num­
bers. In other words, denouncing xenophobia turned out to be a veiled call 
for introducing a numerus clausus. It must be said that promoting “Romani­
anism” and combating its alleged enemies had been an idiomatic form by 
which the interwar extreme right displayed its phobias;78 and it must also be 
said that in 2001 Romania’s chief Holocaust denier and Iron Guard exalter 
Ion Coja had set up the League for Combating Anti­ Romanianism. It was 
also Coja who disseminated the hoax that half a million Jews had secretly 
acquired Romanian citizenship as part of a plan to transfer Israelis to Roma­
nia and transform Romania itself into a Jewish state, and that the secret plan 
called for one million.79 Hence, the promise to resist alleged attempts to 
change the administrative profile of the country, including its culture and 
ethnicity.
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The Liberal Negationism

Radu Preda might have been the first to claim that the new law was dis­
criminatory, calling it “procommunist”  because it ignored crimes commit­
ted by the communist regime,80 but the most influential person make this 
claim was aes the ti cian, phi los o pher, and former minister of culture and for­
eign afairs Andrei Pleșu. Though Pleșu and Andreescu are known personal 
adversaries, they  were on the same “wavelength” vis­ à­ vis the amended leg­
islation. In the spirit of Double Genocide and Holocaust obfuscation, Pleșu 
called for “symmetry” in addressing legally the two totalitarian legacies and 
claimed the tribunals that had sentenced war time Romanian intellectuals 
had been  under communist influence.81 Starting with the initial reactions to 
the amendment published by Permanențe (see supra), this was one of the 
leitmotifs shared by radical right, conservative, and even some liberal critics 
of Law 217/2015. As in other former communist countries,  there is a predom­
inant sentiment in Romania that the trauma of communist rule is neglected 
by the West, which imposed on the new postcommunist regimes a memory 
that is not their own. Sometimes (in Andreescu’s, but not Pleșu’s case) the 
implication is that this imposition is instrumentalized by the Jews. In the 
preface of a book published by Pleșu in 2014 jointly with phi los o pher Ga­
briel Liiceanu82 and conservative author Horia Roman Patapievici,83 the 
authors wrote that Eu ro pean reunification has been pursued “exclusively 
through the westernization” of the East. This, however, had imposed on the 
region a “new iron curtain.” Unlike the former curtain, the new one is “no 
longer dividing Eu rope in line with a geographic axis  running—as the old 
one did— from Szeczin to Trieste, but one that runs through the soul of 
 every Eu ro pean, dividing his memory and dissociating his sensibility.” 
 Those who lived  behind the former Iron Curtain, they write, “have other 
memories, are marked by other traumas, remember diferently.” Post­
communist Westernization has meant the transformation of its memory 
(the allusion to the Holocaust is clear) into a common memory. Yet, “the 
other memory, the memory of communism and of the totalitarian trauma 
that did not last a de cade but half a  century, is still not common.” 84

Oana Stănciulescu is altogether another cup of tea. A rather inglorious 
journalist, she is editor in chief of Express magazin, one of Romania’s numer­
ous weeklies without readership whose survival remains a mystery. She is 
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also a TV journalist. Participating in a talk show called Power Games an­
chored by Realitatea TV director Rareș Bogdan, she repeated the Double 
Genocide argument that criticized Law 217 for not si mul ta neously forbid­
ding communist propaganda. She displayed onscreen a few publications 
authored by interwar intellectuals with Iron Guard sympathies, claiming 
that the new law aimed to wipe them out of Romania’s history. She also spoke 
admiringly and at length about Radu Gyr. Furthermore, Stănciulescu dis­
played an appalling lack of familiarity with (or perhaps ill  will  toward) the 
background of the amended legislation; no one, she claimed, has ever de­
nied the Holocaust in Romania. Her aggressive tone was complemented by 
the anchor with readouts from an article by Pleșu that reiterated the obvi­
ously distorted argument that the literary and philosophical production of 
interwar authors with Iron Guard sympathies would be taken out of circula­
tion; this would, Pleșu wrote, be tantamount to deleting from the world cul­
tural patrimony the works of Ezra Pound, Louis­ Ferdinand Céline, and 
Martin Heidegger.85

On her blog, Stănciulescu gave vent to her views without any restric­
tion. She posted a message received from one of her readers, commenting 
that she entirely identifies with it. Among other  things, the reader wrote, 
“when in Majadahonda, I am proud [of] Moța and Marin,” two prominent 
Iron Guardists killed at Majadahonda while fighting on Franco’s side. At 
other times, he went on, I am Nae Ionescu “and sufer for the white race.” An 
ideologist of the Guard (though apparently never a registered member), 
 Ionescu is famous for his ethnocratic views. Fi nally, the message went on to 
say, “I am Ion and Ică [Mihai] Antonescu, caught between Moscow and Ber­
lin.” Ică Antonescu was the Marshal’s deputy, and was executed together 
with him in 1946. Congratulating the author of the message, Stănciulescu 
wrote: “I feel the same. Maybe  there are more like ourselves.” 86 On one oc­
casion, she publicly stated that the promoters of the law intended to remove 
from public space figures who  were her “moral guide marks.” 87 In January 2016 
Stănciulescu participated alongside leaders of the legionary “Ion Gavrilă 
Ogoranu” Foundation in a symposium dedicated to the memory of a promi­
nent Iron Guard leader, Gogu Puiu, who had committed suicide while in 
prison.88 One could hardly find a better example of “heroization” utilized 
for the purpose of competitive martyrdom and Holocaust obfuscation. This 
partly explains why Octav Bjoza, president of the Association of Former 
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Po liti cal Prisoners in Romania (AFDPR), called Stănciulescu “our adoptive 
 daughter.” 89

Stănciulescu, as well as other intellectuals with similar sentiments, 
 bitterly attacked INSHR– EW director Alexandru Florian. Florian and the 
Institute had been the driving force  behind the initiative to amend Law 
107/2006. Once that was achieved, he was adamant that it be enforced in 
public spaces, demanding that the names of streets and squares named in 
honor of persons sentenced by  Peoples’ Tribunals in the late 1940s for war 
crimes be changed, and statues erected in their honor be demolished. He 
also insisted that honorary citizenships bestowed on them be annulled. This 
made him the target of a hate campaign that included death threats. The 
case of exiled writer Vintilă Horia, who is on rec ord for having been an ad­
mirer of Adolf Hitler, was particularly  bitter, for Horia had achieved some 
notoriety in exile,90 and it became even more  bitter  after Horia’s birthplace 
(Segarcea) acquiesced in withdrawing the honorary citizenship it had be­
stowed on him.

Yet, as long as the Romanian cultural and historical establishment re­
mains packed with overt and covert admirers of the Iron Guard, and as long 
as the judiciary writ large  either ignores current legislation or interprets it in 
a distorted manner, the capabilities of INSHR– EW remain constrained. 
One example should suffice: in 2014 Florian received a reply from the Pros­
ecutor General’s Office in regard to his protests concerning the toleration of 
neofascist groups in Romania. As in many other instances, Romanian pros­
ecutors said they deci ded not to initiate  legal proceedings against one of the 
several revived Legionary Movement organ izations, which was openly 
displaying the Iron Guard insignia on the building of its headquarters in 
Bucharest. The prosecutors specified that the decision was partly based on 
the testimony of Șerban Suru, the organ ization’s leader, who claimed 
that the Iron Guard emblem was not an infringement of the law pro­
hibiting the display of fascist symbols, as it merely symbolized opposition 
to Soviet expansion. The second basis on which the prosecution refused to­
pursue the complaint was the opinion of one of the Romanian Acad emy’s 
vice chairmen, who said historians are divided over  whether the Iron Guard 
was a fascist organ ization. The prosecutor did not reveal the name of this 
person, but he is more than likely to have been Dan Berindei, the only histo­
rian who occupies that position (see supra).91
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The 2015 change to the law does not appear to have moved  things further—
at least not for now. When INSHR– EW again contacted the Prosecutor Gen­
eral’s Office, about the display of Iron Guard insignia and provocative 
Nazi salutes made right in front of the INSHR– EW office by leader Suru, 
with video posted on his organ ization’s webpage, the response was that the 
ofense may have been committed before Law 217/2015 went into force, and 
the legislation does not apply retroactively. A similar response was received 
concerning the case of outright Holocaust denier Vasile Zărnescu,92 whose 
latest opus is by no means dif er ent from  those authored in the West by the 
likes of David Irving, Arthur Butz, and Robert Faurisson.93 The author is a 
retired cadre of the Romanian Information Ser vice (the Romanian intelli­
gence ser vice), with the rank of col o nel.94 So far, the only instance when the 
Prosecutor General’s Office initiated the prosecution of ofenders against 
the legislation prohibiting fascist­ like manifestations was in 2014, and this 
was against members of the Hungarian minority exalting Hungarian irre­
dentism.95 This can hardly be accidental.

 There is, consequently,  little reason for optimism. Indeed, shortly  after 
Stănciulescu’s display of solidarity with, and admiration for, the interwar 
extreme right, she was nominated by the PNL for membership on the Ad­
ministrative Council of public Romanian TV. And while the appointment 
triggered a letter of protest addressed to the party’s leaders and signed by 
prominent intellectuals, it also triggered a counterresponse by her support­
ers.96 What is more frightening, Stănciulescu’s colleagues from Realitatea 
TV called the signatories of the former letter “traitors” in the ser vice of the 
KGB, the Mossad, and the Freemasons. Remininiscent of the Nazi and Iron 
Guard zoologic vocabulary that depicted adversaries as repulsive creatures, 
another called them “worms,” and journalist Octavian Hoandră said he 
could well understand support for the new law coming from Jews, but not 
from ethnic Romanians.97 Thus, not only had the Judeo­ Bolshevism legend 
returned, but so had the Iron Guardist image of the “Yiddized” (Jidovit) be­
ing more dangerous than the Jew. The station’s main shareholder, Cosmin 
Gușă, announced on the same program that he would never let Stănciulescu’s 
critics set foot in the studio again.98 Judging by the Stănciulescu pre ce dent, 
Realitatea TV might be striving to become a Romanian version of the Pol­
ish Radio Maryja, for the discourse of Gușă and his employees on 
March  17, 2016, reminded one of the statements of Roman Giertych, the 

528-70049_ch01_1P.indd   117 8/28/17   2:19 PM



118 | Holocaust Public Memory in Postcommunist Romania

-1—
0—
+1—

hn hk io il sy SY ek eh
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh

leader of the League of Polish Families (LPR).99 And just as Radio Maryja 
played a crucial role in the rise of the extremist LPR in 2001,100 Realitatea TV 
engaged in promoting Marian Munteanu’s comeback to politics (see infra).

The new Administrative Council including Stănciulescu was validated 
by Parliament on March  22, 2016, with an overwhelming majority of 312 
votes in  favor and 21 against. FCER president Aurel Vainer explained why 
Stănciulescu’s positions on the Iron Guard disqualified her from taking up 
the post, and Markó Belá, former chairman of the Hungarian Demo cratic 
Union of Romania, announced that his group would boycott the vote in 
view of eulogies for the Legionary Movement having been uttered in Parlia­
ment for the first time in the postcommunist period. This referred to the 
speech by Cristina Anghel, a senator representing the Conservative Party, 
who had reiterated the hoax about the Legionary Movement’s exoneration 
at Nuremberg; she also used the occasion to launch an attack on the Hun­
garian minority. Justifying the PNL’s nomination of Stănciulescu to the Ad­
ministrative Council, PNL deputy chairman Puiu Hașotti misleadingly 
said that Stănciulescu had not been defending the Iron Guard and had only 
referred to cultural figures who  were sympathetic to the Guard and should 
not be eliminated from the country’s national patrimony. By example, he 
said that Radu Gyr had been the author of not just the legionary anthem but 
also other patriotic verse, from which he recited. However, the quoted verse 
had been authored by someone else— long­ forgotten nationalist poet 
 Mircea Rădulescu.101

Following two failed designations of candidates for the post of Bucha­
rest mayor in the local elections due to be held on June 5, 2016, the PNL 
announced on April 13 that it had designated Marian Munteanu as its candi­
date for the post.102 The two PNL cochairpersons, Alina Gorghiu and Vasile 
Blaga, told the media that Munteanu would be joining the party, and Blaga 
affirmed that he was “unaware of any dubious spot in Munteanu’s past.” Ap­
parently, for the PNL leadership, being founder of the first postcommunist 
legionary party was not a “dubious spot.” Instead, emphasis was placed on 
Munteanu’s leadership of the anticommunist protest in Bucharest’s Univer­
sity Square following Ion Iliescu’s election as Romania’s first postcommu­
nist president, which ended in his brutal beating by the miners called to the 
capital by the president.  There was an obvious trace of “competitive marty­
rology” in this as well.
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Initially, pundits and politicians who criticized the candidacy tended to 
refer only in passing or not at all to Munteanu’s legionary past. This was an­
other illustration of the dominance of the Double Genocide approach, albeit 
an indirect one. A notable exception was Bucharest University professor 
Ioan Stanomir, who immediately pointed out the ethnocratic character of 
Munteanu’s unchanged positions.103 But most of the critical commenators 
distanced themselves from Munteanu due to his alliance with former 
 Romanian Information Ser vice (SRI) director Virgil Măgureanu ahead of 
the 2000 elections.104

However, the ignoring of Munteanu’s activity in the early 1990s quickly 
ended. On April  14, several NGOs demanded that the PNL withdraw its 
support from Munteanu, pointing out that he “had and continues to have 
sympathies for currents of fascist orientation,” and that he “is promoting a 
discourse entrenched in Orthodox­ fundamentalist values, incompatible 
with demo cratic and even constitutional values.”105 On April 15, the Group 
for Social Dialogue began gathering signatures on a protest letter addressed 
to the PNL that stated that although the PNL was  free to designate as can­
didate for the mayoralty whomever it pleased, it must be aware of the fact 
that Munteanu’s designation compromises liberal values, with which he has 
nothing in common: “The leap Marian Munteanu makes  today . . .  is just as 
stupefying as that made from the values of University Square to  those of the 
Movement for Romania [which  were] impregnated with ideologies that 
 ravaged twentieth­ century Eu rope.”106 Noting that as a governmental insti­
tution the INSHR– EW must refrain from interfering in elections, its direc­
tor general Alexandru Florian reacted only when Munteanu declared on 
April 13 on the Antena 3 private TV channel that Law 217/2015 was “antise­
mitic”  because it generated antisemitism.107 This argument, blaming Jews 
for the existence of antisemitism, is as old as antisemitism itself— and in 
fact, an oblique justification for it. FCER president Vainer’s reaction to the 
designation was this time more cautious than what one might have expected 
or wished. He said he was “somewhat worried,” but “for now we place ques­
tion marks, to avoid utilizing exclamation marks.” It was, however, “hard to 
believe” the choice was the best pos si ble one, in view of the fact that “the 
movement to which he belonged in the past was very nationalist­ oriented.” 
Nonetheless, Munteanu “might respond and show that he has changed.”108 
Fi nally, MCA director Marco Katz asked Munteanu to clarify his pres ent 
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position vis­ à­ vis the Legionary Movement, Law 217/2015, and “the atroci­
ties committed by the Antonescu regime.” According to “information we 
received, in the 1990s you led a pro­ legionary, pro­ Zelea Codreanu party, 
called Movement for Romania,” said Katz in a letter addressed to Munteanu 
and published by the negationist and antisemitic Rost Online.109

In his response to Katz, Munteanu claimed the MpR had never been an 
Iron Guardist party, a “label” attached to it by the then ruling National Sal­
vation Front in order to discredit it and hide its own communist roots. The 
MpR ideology, he claimed, had been demo cratic and inspired by what he 
dubbed the “conservative­ popular” ideology of Nicolae Iorga’s National 
Demo cratic Party and by French and British conservative parties.110 He also 
wrote that he was ready to send Katz the MpR’s party statutes to demon­
strate his arguments. But  those statutes demonstrate exactly the opposite, as 
I proved in several articles written at that time. Sadly (or ironically), the 
title of one of  these tracts was “Marginalization or Mainstream? The Extreme 
Right in Postcommunist Romania”; looking back, I wish my prediction had 
failed.111

Acknowledging that he had participated in meetings with veterans of 
the Legion, Munteanu claimed that this was only to show re spect for  those 
incarcerated in communist prisons, and that he was  later attacked by them 
precisely  because he would not identify with their ideology. Memory must 
have failed him. Yes, the Timișoara­ based wing of the Iron Guard that was 
linked to Codreanu’s successor, Horia Sima, and published Gazeta de vest 
(Western Gazette), had indeed criticized him, but the MpR publication 
Mișcarea (The Movement) openly and repeatedly hailed Codreanu, and its 
rivals concurred. He also “forgot” to mention that a photo of Codreanu 
photo hung in his office.112 He no less con ve niently omitted to mention his 
open letter to the former members of the Legion in which he wrote that dif­
fer ent times call for dif er ent strategies, but added: “we are all streams in one 
and the same river.”113

He also wrote in the letter to Katz: “I never was and  will never be an 
antisemite. I am not, and  will never be, a xenophobe. I am in solidary with 
the sufering of the Jewish  people hit by the holocaust [sic] provoked by 
 Nazism, just as the sufering of Romanians marks me and other  peoples hit 
by Bolshevik terror.” Leaving the Double Genocide premise aside, one won­
ders how Munteanu explains the repeated publication in Mișcarea of nega­
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tionist articles translated from other languages;114 or his own statement that 
Jews inflated the number of Holocaust victims in order to “obtain illicit 
money from Romanian  people through disinformation and manipulation of 
public opinion, with the complicity of treacherous ele ments who infiltrated 
the Romanian institutional structures.”115

The rest of the letter merely repeats the claims already found in Permanențe 
and many other publications concerning Law 217/2015. Unlike in Western 
Eu rope, where “ those who had instigated to crimes,  those who took deci­
sions and ordered executions  were identified and their deeds  were punished 
and criminalized,” Romania’s case is dif er ent. The rise to power of “the Bol­
sheviks” right  after the war “superposed and toxically interfered with the 
natu ral pro cess of sentencing decision makers guilty of crimes and abuses.” 
That natu ral pro cess was replaced by one aimed at “cleansing a  whole po liti­
cal and cultural class” out of pursuit of “power interests.” According to Munte­
anu, “a  great many number of  people and cultural productions  were labeled 
[by the regime] ‘ fascist,’ ‘legionary,’ or, more vaguely, ‘reactionary ele ment,’ 
despite having nothing in common with events or decisions of criminal na­
ture.” Such “unjustified  trials and the traumas of afected families left deep 
sensibilities among  those afected, inclusive of a background of vulnerabil­
ities.” The time that has passed “is too short and the mixed emotions stirred 
by such still living traumas have not yet settled.” This, Munteanu con­
cluded, “convinced me to evaluate Law 217/2015 as a Trojan Horse in some 
of its aspects,” one that “serves the interests of groups or directions con­
trary to  those entertained by yourself and me, namely, the building of a 
stable and power ful society around values and fundamental demo cratic 
benchmarks.”116 In short, this was a considerably more sophisticated formu­
lation of the same “Jews generate antisemitism” claim, and at the same time 
a veiled warning.

In an interview with the Mediafax in de pen dent news agency on April 17, 
Munteanu was asked  whether he considered that Codreanu had been a 
criminal. He answered that “Romanian justice has said ‘no,’ ” referring to 
the trial in which Codreanu was acquitted by a panel of sympathetic judges 
for killing Iași prefect Constantin Manciu in 1924. Pressed by the inter­
viewer to speak in his own name rather than in the name of “Romanian 
 justice,” all Munteanu was able to come up with was: “I do not know, I have 
long been waiting for historians, for the justice system, to clarify that.” The 
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interviewer confronted him with a citation from his own earlier writings 
where he had said: “The historic experience of the Legionary Movement en­
riches the national Romanian patrimony, presenting it with a valuable 
model for the purity of its spiritual message, the firmness of its po liti cal 
 discourse, the per for mance of its organ izing techniques and above all its 
elevated capacity of national and Christian experience.” Did he maintain 
that claim? Obviously embarrassed, Munteanu once again provided a typical 
“competitive martyrdom” reply: “Only inasmuch as it refers to the sacrifice of 
 those imprisoned, who  were fighting against Bolshevik occupation.”117

The PNL’s reaction was similar, only a lot less sophisticated. Defying all 
evidence, in an “open letter” addressed to  those contesting Munteanu’s can­
didacy, the Liberals said the accusation about “the alleged proximity of 
Mr. Marian Munteanu to the extreme right was nothing but a myth” origi­
nally launched by former president Iliescu in 1990. Nowadays, however, the 
accusations stem from “organ izations and  people who apparently think they 
have a mono poly over the idea of civil society . . .  , part of a propagandist po­
liti cal discourse often encountered in the politicking game.”

The Gorghiu­ Blaga PNL leadership’s decision to promote Munteanu 
at the head of the party’s Bucharest local elections campaign eventually 
began to be questioned and challenged from within the party’s own ranks. 
One might have expected former PNL chairman Crin Antonescu, as initia­
tor of Law 217, to take the pole position in this quest. Not only did Antonescu 
fail to do so, but he called criticism directed at the decision “agitation with 
hysterical accents.” The former chairman said that one could “say anything 
about [Munteanu], but not that he is an uninteresting person,” and that 
Munteanu’s role in the 1990 University Square protests “triggers in me posi­
tive emotions.”118 The first dissenting voice unexpectedly came from former 
culture minister Alexandru Paleologu, who bluntly stated that he was not 
 going to vote for Munteanu.119 Petre Roman,  today a PNL member (he was 
Iliescu’s premier in the tumultuous days of 1990), revealed that in an article 
published in April 1994 in Mișcarea, Munteanu had called Liberal premier 
I. G. Duca (shot by an Iron Guard squad on December 29, 1933) an “assas­
sin.” Duca had outlawed the Iron Guard. The PNL leadership, Roman said, 
had called for proof that Munteanu had legionary sympathies. What better 
proof than this article?, he asked. The revelation prompted historian and 
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journalist Ion  M. Ioniță to publish an appeal to PNL honorary chairman 
Mircea Ionescu­ Quintus titled “Domnule Quintus, nu giraţi întoarcerea 
României in anii 3̀0!” (Mr. Quintus, do not endorse Romania’s return to 
the 1930s!). The nonagenarian honorary chairman (the only person to have 
abstained in the vote for Munteanu’s designation) found himself in an awk­
ward position, for Duca had been a friend of his  family, and his assassination 
prompted his own decision to join the party.120

Even worse for the PNL leadership was the announcement made by two 
Bucharest administrative sector candidates (eventually joined by a third) 
that their own electoral campaigns would be conducted separately from 
Munteanu’s. Ovidiu Raețchi, the party’s sector 5 candidate, said, “I have 
heard [Munteanu] saying he did not know  whether Zelea Codreanu had 
been a criminal or not. . . .  I myself am certain he was one. I have also seen 
 things written [by Munteanu] about the importance and the positive ele­
ments of the Legionary Movement. I believe . . .  it was a terrorist movement 
that killed three premiers.”121

A real danger of a split seemed to be looming over the PNL.  Under  these 
circumstances, on April  20 the leadership of the PNL announced it was 
“withdrawing” Munteanu’s candidacy, replacing him with Bucharest PNL 
chairman Cătălin Predoiu. On April 23, Munteanu announced he intended 
to set up a new po liti cal formation, with the purpose of changing the govern­
ment. The executive, he said, must put the country “on a new path,” where 
Romanians “would not be ashamed of being Romanians.” The government, 
he added, must “re spect our values, our identity.”122 In turn, Predoiu an­
nounced that the PNL had eliminated Munteanu from its list of Bucharest 
municipal councilor candidates, where he once had occupied the first spot.123

What prompted the PNL leadership to rally  behind Stănciulescu and 
then Munteanu is yet unclear. One possibility is that with the December 2016 
general elections approaching, the party feared that Crin Antonescu’s “sin” 
would be sanctioned by the nationalist segment of the electorate. In a talk 
show on Antena 3 on April 14, Atanasiu ofered as an explanation that the 
party hoped to enlist the nationalist electorate of the PRM, left leaderless 
 after the death of Corneliu Vadim Tudor. However, the PNL’s traditional 
electorate (upper­ middle­ class successful businesspeople) and the PRM’s 
(losers of the transition, pseudo­ intellectuals of the former regime, and 
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former secret police operatives and collaborators) are in many ways mutually 
exclusive. Another possibility is that the PNL hoped to sail the populist­ 
nationalist winds blowing in other East Eu ro pean countries (but also in 
Western Eu rope) such as Hungary, Poland, Croatia, and Slovakia.124 In any 
case, within the PNL the unofficial narrative on the Holocaust and its per­
petrators had once more prevailed over its official version. The fact that a 
significant segment of civil society proved capable of rejecting that dis­
course is the good news. Fi nally, it must be mentioned that in the parliamen­
tary elections on December  11, 2016, the poor per for mance of the PNL 
forced Gorghiu to submit her resignation (Blaga had resigned earlier,  under 
suspicion of taking bribes). The “Munteanu adventure” alone does not ex­
plain the party’s failure in the elections. But it obviously contributed to it.

Conclusion: Not the Best and Not the Worst

Since the 2004 elections, no po liti cal party in Romania deserving to be labeled 
antisemitic has held seats in the legislature. Compared with neighboring 
Hungary, where the extremist, ultranationalist, antisemitic, and anti­ Roma 
Jobbik (Jobbik Magyarországért Mozgalom, or Movement for a Better 
Hungary) first gained parliamentary repre sen ta tion in 2010, this is remark­
able. Jobbik went on to do even better in the 2014 elections,125 when ballot 
returns made it the third­ strongest force in the parliament. No Romanian 
party has attempted to create paramilitary organ izations, as Jobbik did 
when it set up the Magyar Gárda, which functioned from 2007  until it was 
banned in 2009. In spited of the ban, at the swearing­in ceremony of the 
newly elected legislature in 2014, Gábor Vona, the commander of the Mag­
yar Gárda and the leader of Jobbik, threw of the jacket he had worn during 
the ceremony and displayed the Guard’s fascist­ like uniform.126

To be sure, the Hungarian Guard is is not the only organ ization to 
march the streets of East­ Central Eu rope in uniforms reminiscent of the 
Nazis. Estonian Wafen SS veterans march annually, and are referred to as 
“freedom fighters.” Latvian veterans of the former Latvian Legion parade in 
Riga  every year on March  16 (Latvian Fighters Day), while in Lithuania 
admirers and apologists of the Lithuanian Activist Front march twice a year 
in Kaunas and Vilnius to commemorate their pre de ces sors’ war time defense 
against the USSR; some of them wear modified Nazi symbols.127 But  these 
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are  either very old  people or a handful of members of the young generation— 
not a paramilitary organ ization engaging in regular training. Still, they en­
joy the support of some po liti cal parties and prominent politicians.

Even if reluctantly and  under foreign pressure, Romania has by and large 
respected commitments it made on renouncing the initial Antonescu cult. 
In Hungary, by contrast,  there is an uninterrupted promotion of the Miklós 
Horthy cult in which the ruling FIDESZ– Hungarian Civic Alliance (Fidesz– 
Magyar Polgári Szövetség) not only collaborates with Jobbik, but also very 
often leads in cleansing the admiral’s regime and its members of any trace of 
responsibility for the fate of the Jews during the Second World War. Hand in 
hand, Premier Viktor Orbán and his supporters utilize the Double Genocide 
theme to obfuscate the Holocaust and to transmogrify perpetrators into re­
spected intellectual and po liti cal historical figures.128 Two recent attempts 
(in 2015 and 2016) involved statues honoring historians Bálint Hóman, one 
of the draft ers of Second World War– era anti­ Jewish legislation, and György 
Donáth, a racist and supporter of the same legislation, whose life­ sized 
bust was placed just around the corner from Budapest’s Holocaust Memo­
rial Center, to add insult to injury. Competitive martyrdom also played a 
role, for Donáth had been executed by the communist regime in 1947 on 
trumped­up charges, while Homán was sentenced in 1946 to life in prison 
and died in jail in 1951. The unveiling of Donáth’s bust stirred a public pro­
test, and the ceremony had to be interrupted. Leaving the site, FIDESZ 
deputy chairman Gergely Gulyás said that while he did not agree with views 
that exclude minorities, Donáth was a martyr and deserved to have a statue 
in Budapest.129 Vojtech Tuka, the Slovak prime minister largely responsible 
for the deportation of the Jews in clerical fascist Slovakia, is also considered 
to be a “martyr” by his con temporary admirers.130

Just as worrisome as the transformation of war time criminals into martyrs 
is the reaction to Jewish protests against  these attempts by pundits close to 
the official ruling circles. For example, Zsolt Bayer, a FIDESZ founding mem­
ber notorious for his antisemitism, as well as a personal friend of Prime Min­
ister Orbán, wrote shortly  after the Donáth incident in the daily Magyar 
Hírlap (Hungarian News): “Why are we surprised that the  simple peasant 
whose determinant experience was that the Jews broke into his village, beat 
his priest to death, threatened to convert his church into a movie theater, 
why do we find it shocking that twenty years  later he watched without pity 

528-70049_ch01_1P.indd   125 8/28/17   2:19 PM



126 | Holocaust Public Memory in Postcommunist Romania

-1—
0—
+1—

hn hk io il sy SY ek eh
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh
hn hk io il sy SY ek eh

as the gendarmes dragged the Jews away from his village?” This was but one 
of numerous attempts by Bayer to deflect onto Jews the guilt for what hap­
pened in Hungary during the Holocaust. In Bayer’s opinion,  there is no jus­
tification for denying cultural figures the likes of Hóman and Donáth their 
rightful place for having contributed to Hungarian culture. As for their 
views on Jews, Bayer cites Zsigmond Móricz, a rampant antisemite of Tran­
sylvanian origins: “Their noses and ears are big, their mouths strange, the 
lower lip is swollen: the kind of mouth I always see with disgust so that 
I have to avert my eyes. Such a mouth makes my throat nauseous.”131 As 
Eva Balogh pointed out, in the eyes of the pundit, antisemitism in Hungary 
 after 1919 was a “natu ral” state of mind “ because of the Jewish preponder­
ance in the leadership of the Soviet Republic. And with this assertion he 
absolves all anti­ Semitism between the two world wars.”132 This is nothing 
short of Holocaust obfuscation.

As we have seen, Romania has almost clandestinely rehabilitated some 
war criminals. Yet, attempts to rehabilitate Ion Antonescu and some of 
 those executed with him in 1946 (Transnistria governor Gheorghe Alexianu, 
for example) have failed.133 Neighboring Serbia, in contrast, rehabilitated in 
May  2015 Chetnik leader Dragoljub (“Draža”) Mihailović, executed in 
May 1946 for high treason and collaboration with the Nazis. A court of jus­
tice in Belgrade ruled that his trial at the hands of Tito’s communist regime 
had been “po liti cal and ideological,” and said serious  legal errors had been 
committed in its course.134 Worse still, the rehabilitation of the war time 
Nazi puppet regime head Milan Nedić appears to be imminent. The proce­
dure was started by his  family and has enlisted the support of the Associa­
tion of Po liti cal Prisoners and Victims of the Communist Regime.  Under 
Nedić’s regime, Belgrade became the first capital city in the world to be de­
clared Judenrein. By the end of the war, some 90  percent of Serbia’s Jewish 
population had been murdered by the Nazis. Nedić’s  legal successors argue 
that his trial had been po liti cally motivated. His apologists go even further, 
claiming that his suicide (in prison, in 1946) was actually murder, and that 
while acting as the head of the government, Nedić had given refuge to some 
600,000 Serbs from all over the Balkans and thus helped Serbs survive Nazi 
occupation.135

Expectedly, Croatia has protested against  these steps,136 but Croatia has 
prob lems of its own.  Under former presidents Stjepan Mesić (elected in 
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2000 and reelected in 2005) and one­ term successor Ivo Josipović (2010–
2014), Croatia successfully dismantled much of the legacy of its first post­
communist head of state, Franjo Tuđman. This meant that negationism, 
among other  things, was out, and so was the glorification of the Nazi puppet 
state  under Ante Pavelić. The victory of Kolinda Grabar­ Kitarović in the 
presidential runof on February 19, 2015, and the subsequent return to power 
of a co ali tion government in which the Tuđman­ founded Croatian Demo­
cratic Union (HDZ) is the most power ful member changed the change. 
Leaving other worrisome signs aside, one indication of what seems to lie 
ahead was provided by the appointment as culture minister of historian 
Zlatko Hasanbegović.

Apparently a protégé of President Grabar­ Kitarović, Hasanbegović is 
known to have belonged in his youth to the Croatian Liberation Movement 
(Hrvatski oslobodilački pokret, HOP), a party founded in exile by Pavelić 
in the 1950s and officially registered in postcommunist Croatia in 1992. At 
that time, as revealed  after his appointment, he wrote extensively for the 
HOP publication Nezavisna Država Hrvatska (NDH, In de pen dent State of 
Croatia), an Ustaše­ cleansing journal. Photos showing Hasanbegović wear­
ing the beret of the Ustaša (Pavelić’s criminal fascist guard) also emerged. 
Nowadays a member of the HDZ, Hasanbegović had made the transition 
via another far­ right formation, the Croatian Pure Party of Rights (Hrvatska 
Čista Stranka Prava, HČSP), founded in 1992, whose youth wing he headed. 
Hasanbegović is also a member of the Bleiburg Honorary Platoon, an NGO 
that honors the Ustaše executed by Tito’s partisans in 1945. It is not an acci­
dent that soon  after being sworn in, the presidency of the parliament elected 
in November  2015 deci ded to reinstate sponsorship of the Bleiburg com­
memoration, which had been withdrawn in 2012— a move Hasanbegović 
had harshly denounced. In articles published in NDH, he called the Ustaše 
“heroes” and “martyrs,” in the best spirit of what would  later emerge as Holo­
caust obfuscation. And in the same spirit,  after his appointment as minister, 
he rejected criticism and calls for his resignation, saying that antifascism 
was just “an empty phrase,” and arguing that “Stalin, Tito, and Pol Pot  were 
all antifascists” who  after victory went on to establish dictatorships in their 
countries. Double Genocide has thus come to power in Croatia.137

Apparently, so has the heroization of the Ustaše, and, what is more, this 
enjoys the support of the crowds. At a friendly soccer match with Israel in 
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March 2016, the Ustaša slogan “Za dom spremni” (Ready for the homeland) 
was chanted by the local team supporters in the presence of former premier 
Tihomir Oresković, who did not see fit to react.138 Similarly, at the match 
with Norway in March, supporters at the Maksimir stadium in Zagreb also 
chanted “Za dom spremni,” and the slogan was shouted by Croatian player 
Josip Simunić  after a game with Iceland in November 2013, which led to his 
suspension from the World Cup in Brazil.139 A huge swastika appeared on 
the pitch at the Euro 2016 qualifier match between Croatia and Italy at Sta­
dion Poljud in Split.140 Even more worrisome, at an official event in April 2016 
marking the setting up of the Knight Rafael Boban unit in 1991, master of 
ceremony Col o nel Marko Skejo, a former commander of that unit and head 
of its veterans’ association, invited  those in attendance to chant “Za dom 
spremni” in the presence of Deputy Defense Minister Ivan Vukić and other 
military officials including Generals Zeljko Glasnović and Mile Dedaković, 
and called for the salute to be legalized (previously, an appeal to make it the 
official chant of the Croatian army had been signed in August 2015 by several 
thousand  people, but rejected by President Grabar­ Kitarović). The Knight 
Rafael Boban unit was named  after Ustaša commander Rafael Boban, who 
fought alongside the German­ allied Axis states on the eastern front during 
the Second World War. The ceremony was held at a memorial for the unit 
that had been defiantly inaugurated in Split by the local mayor on May 9, 
2014, Croatia’s national Day of Victory over Fascism. Sejko’s speech on the 
occasion notably was marked by Holocaust obfuscation and competitive 
martyrdom: “The Croatian dream briefly became a real ity in 1941 with 
the creation of the In de pen dent State of Croatia,” he said, but “unfortu­
nately, due to the treason of part of the Croat nation [i.e., Tito’s Partisans], 
the NDH was crushed and Croatia fell into the darkest communist darkness 
in which  every Croat word and idea was persecuted.”141

Thus far, Romania has been spared similar incidents, but with some ad­
ditional efort from the likes of Oana Stănciulescu, the day might be closing 
in when Bucharest stadium crowds  will sing again “Holy Legionary Youth.” 
For the time being, however, Romanian stadiums are used to “just” anti­ Roma 
racist slogans, such as “One million crows, a single solution: Ion Antonescu.”142

No figures as controversial as Hasanbegović143 are (or  were) members 
of the Romanian cabinet. Inaugurated in November 2015, the government 
headed by Premier Dacian Cioloș included as minister of communication 
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the sponsor of a right­ wing online publication with occasional forays to the 
extreme right— În linie dreaptă (The Right Line). For a communication 
minister, however, Marius Bostan was graciously  silent, and in any case was 
dismissed by the premier  after just a few months in office. Cioloș’s pre de ces sor, 
Victor Ponta, had included in his cabinet in several positions his personal 
friend Dan Șova. In March 2012 Șova said in an interview on the private tele­
vi sion channel Money Channel that Jews in Romania never sufered during 
the Holocaust and they have to thank Marshal Antonescu for that.  After the 
INSHR– EW protested, Șova apologized and was “sanctioned” by the 
premier by being dispatched to the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum in Washington, DC, to “learn the facts.”144 To find a genuine 
 Holocaust denier in a Romanian cabinet one has to look back to 1993, 
when PRM member Mihai Ungheanu served as a deputy minister of cul­
ture. Among other (mis)deeds, Ungheanu participated in and spoke at the 
ceremony unveiling a statue honoring Antonescu in the town of Slobozia, 
which also happened to be his birthplace.145

Compared with cabinets in other former communist countries, this is 
neither impressive nor very frightening. In Poland, for example, the 2015 re­
turn to power of the Law and Justice Party (Prawo i Sprawiedliwosc, PiS) 
with an absolute parliamentary majority resulted in the designation of 
 Antoni Maczierewicz as defense minister. Described as a “leading protago­
nist of the nationalist populist radical right,” Maczierewicz had moved to PiS 
from the League of Polish Families (Liga Polskich Rodzin, LPR), an ultra­
nationalist and antisemitic party with which PiS ruled in co ali tion along­
side the radical nationalist antisemitic populists of Self­ Defense (Samoo­
brona) between July 26, 2006, and November 2007. Nowadays, Maczierewicz 
is one of PiS’s deputy chairmen. He is on rec ord for having said in an inter­
view with Radio Maryja in July 2002 (while still an LPR member and editor 
of its radical right publication Głos (The Voice) that he had read The Proto-
cols of the Elders of Zion and considered the well­ known forgery to be “very 
in ter est ing.” He added, “Some say it is au then tic, some say it’s not. I am no 
specialist. Experience shows that  there are such groups in Jewish circles.”146

Maczierewicz is not the only extremist LPR member to be coopted into 
the high ranks of PiS. So was university professor Richard Bender, an LPR 
founder who accused former president Aleksander Kwaśniewski of having 
sold out to Jewish influence  because he had participated in the July 2001 
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ceremonies commemorating the massacre at Jedwabne. Bender also denied 
the pogrom in an electoral tele vi sion spot.147 Bender, who taught history at 
the Catholic University of Lublin, had been a member of the communist­ 
appointed parliament in the 1970s, and in the 1980s a member of the communist­ 
led Patriotic Movement of National Rebirth (PRON), as a proregime Catholic 
representative.  Later, he switched allegiance to the right and was for some 
time an LPR senator and the chairman of the State Council on Radio and Tele­
vi sion. He came to the defense of Holocaust denier Dariusz Ratajczak. This 
rec ord did not impede the Sejm from appointing him as a judge represent­
ing his party on the State Court of Justice. In the 2007 elections Bender was 
elected to a seat in the Senate as a PiS representative.148 Upon his death in 
2016 he was eulogized by the entire right­ wing spectrum, including Radio 
Maryja’s daily show Nasz Dziennik (Our Daily).149

PiS itself had an evolution that was similar to FIDESZ’s in Hungary. It 
started as a classical centrist formation and “absorbed the populist radical 
right surge through its own appeal to illiberal democracy.”150 Viewed from 
this perspective, Viktor Orbán might have been the first to utilize “illiberal 
democracy” as a positive term of reference,151 but the Kaczyński  brothers in 
Poland  were the first to apply it in practice. It is also true that Poland, as 
Jarosław Kaczyński himself has put it, was overtaken by Budapest and is 
now trying to catch up. Right  after losing the 2011 parliamentary election, 
Kaczyński was reported to have said: “I am deeply convinced that the day 
 will come when we  will have Budapest in Warsaw.”152 The 2015 PiS victory 
seems, indeed, to be a step in that direction. Should the PNL pursue its 2016 
course, Romania might one day join this undistinguished club.  After all, the 
founding  father of the PNL, Ion C. Brătianu, shares some traits with Józef 
Klemens Piłsudski, whose road the PiS follows. Both have  great merits, but 
neither was a demo crat in the current sense of the word.

Be that as it may, the collaboration of PiS with the LPR in the 2006 to 
2007 government impacted the major co ali tion partner more than it did the 
two minor members of the co ali tion. As Pankowski puts it, this formation 
“started as a moderate conservative party in 2001, but the strategic alliance 
with Radio Maryja in 2005 meant a growing ac cep tance of the radical na­
tionalist and Catholic fundamentalist ideology.” This is what opened the 
door to the 2006 to 2007 co ali tion, and “by 2007, the Piłsudski party [had] 
largely absorbed the previous popu lar support of Self­ Defense and the 
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LPR.”153 Viewed from this  angle, the fact that the election was lost was less 
impor tant than the move from Piłsudski’s etatist and nationalist (but still 
civic) ideology to the exclusivist, antisemitic, and integral nationalist ideol­
ogy of the interwar Endecja led by Roman Dmowski.

Lech Kaczyński was elected head of state in December  2005, but his 
twin  brother Jarosław became premier only in July 2006.  Whether or not 
the same model was followed in 2015, when Jarosław chose  lawyer Beata 
Szydło to step into the premier’s shoes  after the PiS ballot victory, remains 
to be seen. Szydło had earlier or ga nized the ballot victory of little­ known 
PiS presidential candidate Andrzej Duda. During the electoral campaigns, 
PiS strove to display as  little as pos si ble of LPR­ like positions. During their 
(short­ lived but significant in the long term) partnership, the LPR was led by 
Roman Jacek Giertych, who was deputy premier and minister of education 
(in this position, he was directly in charge of education on the Holocaust!). 
Roman Giertych was the grand son of the notorious interwar antisemite 
Jędrzej Giertych. Together with his  father Maciej, he had reestablished in 
1989 Romania’s National Party (Stronnictwo Narodowe).154 Maciej Gier­
tych previously had represented the LPR in the Eu ro pean Parliament, where 
he caused several uproars due to his extreme homophobia and his racist 
publications directed against non­ Europeans.155

Two (apparently contradictory, but on closer inspection, complemen­
tary) symbolic gestures  were made by President Duda not long  after taking 
office. On the one hand, he participated in March 2016 in the ceremony of 
the inauguration of a museum honoring Polish Righ teous among the 
Nations156 opened in the southeastern town of Markowa.157 Earlier, however, 
Duda had initiated the rescinding of the Order of Merit from Polish­ American 
historian Jan Gross, for allegedly insulting Poles in an article published in 
the German conservative publication Die Welt.158 In fact, the article referred 
to the attitude of East­ Central Eu ro pe ans in the ongoing refugee crisis, and 
Poland was mentioned only in this par tic u lar connection, but in the harsh­
est pos si ble terms—as a country whose citizens might have killed more 
Jews than Nazis during the Second World War. The Order of Merit had been 
bestowed on Gross in 1996 for his books on the underground structures of 
the state during the Second World War and on Polish  children sent to Sibe­
ria, for his personal rec ord of opposing communism as a young man in his 
native country, and for his support of the in de pen dent re sis tance movement 
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 after his emigration in 1969 to the United States, where he became a profes­
sor at Prince ton University.159 But that was all before Gross shattered Polish 
self­ delusions about their be hav ior  toward Jews during the war and in its 
aftermath.160 While a decision on withdrawing the Order of Merit is still 
pending, in April 2016 Gross was interrogated in Katowice by a prosecutor, 
 under suspicion of insulting the Polish nation—an ofense punishable by up 
to three years in prison.161

While campaigning for the presidency, Duda criticized his rival, incum­
bent Bronisław Komorowski, for allowing Poles to be “wrongfully accused 
by  others for participating in the Holocaust.” He asked why the president 
had failed to defend the good name of Poland when he did not reject the ac­
cusations that Poles had burned alive their Jewish neighbors in Jedwabne.162 
 After his electoral victory, Duda proclaimed a “new historical policy strat­
egy” to enhance Poland’s image in the world.163 Reminiscent of Hungary’s 
first postcommunist premier, József Antal, Duda’s “new strategy” for dealing 
with Holocaust­ related prob lems apparently consists of emphasizing the 
role of the (honorable, but few in number) Polish Righ teous among the 
 Nations, while denouncing critical inquiries into Polish society during and 
 after the war. Or, as I put it when discussing Antal’s case, “symbolic history” 
is to replace real history and play the role of communist “socialist realism,” 
only in reverse: if for Stalin and Andrei Zhdanov the “typical hero in typical 
circumstances” existed in a fictitious pres ent, Antal (and now Duda) placed 
him in an almost fictitious past.164 But  there might be more to that. The 
Poles are well known to see themselves as the eternally victimized “Christ 
of Nations,” and one cannot help but remark that competitive martyrdom 
ultimately leads to the substitution of imitatio Christi by imitatio Judae. As 
Polish historian Witold Kukla put it, “in the past, the Jews  were envied for 
their money, qualifications, positions and international contacts— today 
they are envied for the very crematoria in which they  were incinerated.”165 
The “Auschwitz Crosses” saga166 is but one example among many, and Poland 
itself is but one among many East Eu ro pean competitors for victimhood.

 These comparative remarks should not end without discussion of the 
possibly emblematic case of Slovakia. In the parliamentary elections of 
March 2016 an openly neo­ Nazi party, the Ľudová strana Naše Slovensko 
(L’SNS,  People’s Party— Our Slovakia), led by the governor of the Banská 
Bystrica region Marian Kotleba, garnered 8.1   percent of the votes and en­
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tered the legislature with fourteen deputies out of 150 in the Národná rada. 
The ĽSNS has also sent to the legislature the youn gest member of the new 
parliament, Milan Mazurek. Aged only twenty­ two, Mazurek is an admirer 
of Adolf Hitler, denies the Holocaust, and is known for his involvement in 
anti­ Roma and antiimmigrant incidents.167

Soon  after, Kotleba said he intends to utilize the subsidy from the state 
bud get to which the ĽSNS was entitled as a parliamentary party (some 5 
million euro) to set up a militia modeled on the Magyar Gárda.  After the 
elections, members of the militia began boarding trains, allegedly to ensure 
the passengers’ safety. In fact, a paramilitary formation linked to the ĽSNS 
already existed in Slovakia; unlike the Hungarian Guard it does not yet 
march on the streets to intimidate the Roma population, but it trains in the 
woods. Occasionally, it surfaces in towns, marching in uniforms and carry­
ing torches, according to Slovak president Andrej Kiska. The formation is 
called Akčná skupina Vzdor (Action Group Re sis tance), and Kotleba’s close 
collaborator Richard Holtan set it up.168 Kotleba and the Akčná are linked 
to Slovenská pospolitosť (Slovak Brotherhood), set up in 1995, whose mem­
bers wear the fascist uniform of the Hlinka Guard— the militia of the Slo­
vak clerical fascist state between 1938 and 1945. In 2003 Kotleba became the 
leader of the far­ right Slovak Solidarity– National Party (Slovenská 
pospolitost– Národní strana),169 which the Slovak Supreme Court dissolved 
in 2006. As leader, Kotleba was charged for having ended a speech delivered 
on the seventieth anniversary of the establishment of the Slovak fascist state 
with the official salute of that state— “Na stráž!” (On guard!). The charges 
 were dropped by the prosecution in 2009 on the strange grounds that it 
could not be proven that the use of the slogan was meant to display sympa­
thy for extremism.170 As a member of parliament in April 2016, Kotleba pro­
posed that the  house observe a minute of silence in Tiso’s memory. “ Today 
is the sixty­ ninth anniversary of an abominable judicial murder [of Tiso] 
that is rightly seen by  every patriot as a martyr of Slovakia’s sovereignty and 
a defender of Chris tian ity against Bolshevism,” Kotleba said in an open 
letter addressed to parliamentary speaker Andrej Danko.171

According to Cas Mudde, the entrance of the ĽSNS into parliament is 
mainly explained by Premier Robert Fico’s campaigning on a nativist, anti­ 
Islamic, and antirefugee campaign that legitimized the positions that Kotleba 
had long been advocating.172 This is prob ably accurate, but only in part.  After 
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all, Kotleba had been elected as governor already in 2013, and his activity at 
the head of far­ right organ izations dated back to the 1990s.  There is more to 
an electoral per for mance than just its immediate outcome. I have in mind 
what Pankowski calls the “cultural resources.”173

The cultural resources of the Slovak extreme right are well rooted, and 
so, I dare add, are  those of its Romanian counterpart. Viewed from this per­
spective, the “solution” the Slovaks came up with as a result of the election is 
both short­ term and ironic. Its main pillar seems to be the Slovak National 
Party (Slovenská národná strana, SNS), which has entered into co ali tion 
with Fico’s Smer– SD (Smer– sociálna demokracia) and, surprisingly enough, 
with the Slovak­ Hungarian Bridge (Most– Híd) and the centrist Sieť 
(Network).174 But the SNS is an ultranationalist formation, whose members 
had been exalting Tiso’s interwar Slovakia and calling for his rehabilitation 
long before the ĽSNS.175 Though it is true that the SNS is nowadays led by 
new parliamentary speaker Andrej Danko rather than the embarrassingly 
flamboyant Ján Slota, whom Danko replaced at the head of the party in 2012, 
one won ders if he can change a party that used to threaten to send tanks to 
Budapest (Slota). The Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Demo crats in 
the Eu ro pean Parliament twice in the past suspended Smer for entering into 
a co ali tion with the SNS, and is warning it once more against the partner­
ship.176 For now, however, Fico does his best to alleviate such apprehensions. 
On March 14, 2016, the anniversary of the establishment of Tiso’s state, he 
laid a wreath on the monument dedicated to Holocaust victims at the Rybné 
Námestie square in Bratislava. Three ĽSNS representatives just elected to 
the new parliament, on the other hand, marked the day at Tiso’s grave at the 
Martinský cemetery in the Bratislava borough of Ružinov.177

Far­ right and antisemitic organ izations are active in the Czech Repub­
lic as well, but they are by and large marginal and have  little echo in Czech 
society. Adam B. Bartoš, leader of the extraparliamentarian National De­
mocracy Party, and a fellow member of the party  were convicted in early 
March  2016 for making antisemitic statements at the grave of Agnes 
Hrůzová. Hrůzová was murdered on Easter 1899, and the Jew Leopold Hil­
sner (Hülsner) was convicted for the crime in September the same year, in a 
blood libel.178 Unfortunately,  there  haven’t been the same  legal conse­
quences for the anti­ Roma activism that some of  these groups also promote, 
with a lot more success.
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The best way to conclude might be to refer to Jewish dietary laws that 
prohibit mixing meat with milk. Compared to other places in East­ Central 
Eu rope, Romania is neither the worst plate (meaty, or fleishig in Yiddish) nor 
the best portion (dairy, or milchig). It is rather a mixture of the two. And 
that, without doubt, is not kosher.

Michael Shafir is Emeritus Professor at the Babeș­ Bolyai University, 
Cluj­ Napoca, Romania. He is author of Romania: Politics, Economics, 
and Society: Po liti cal Stagnation and Simulated Change and Between 
Denial and “Comparative Trivialization”: Holocaust Negationism in 
Post- Communist East Central Eu rope.
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