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THE COMMUNIST PAST, TWENTY-FIVE YEARS AFTER

CRISTINA PETRESCU, DRAGOS PETRESCU

The twenty-fifth celebration of the collapse of @t@mmunist regimes in
East-Central Europe has passed rather unnoticedited Europe. This year,
the competing anniversary — one hundred years $siceutbreak of the Great
War (which subsequently became WWI) — channeledepsionals’ research,
politicians’ attention and laypeople’s curiosityMards the common European
past. One might say that the commemorations relate¢lde beginning of what
Eric Hobsbawm calls the short twentieth centuryhef extremes overshadowed
the festivities dedicated to the end of this perafdbloody conflicts and
ideological confrontations between democratic re&ginand right-wing, then
left-wing dictatorships. While WWI represents a ¢onam past experience for
almost all European countries, the postwar exigtericSoviet-type communist
regimes divided the continent and implicitly themmey of the recent past on
the two sides of the Iron Curtain. Twenty-five y&ago, the collapse of these
communist regimes ushered the reunification ofdbwetinent around common
values. Nowadays, the countries which went outarhmunism in 1989 are
already included in the European Union. Yet, thdically different postwar
experiences in the West and the East are stillifigi the continent. Thus, the
demise of the communist dictatorships is not a ge@o anniversary, but an
Eastern European celebration, although the Cold-&é#atern Europe no longer
exists as such for twenty-five years.

The present issue of th&nalele Universiisii Bucuresti — SeriaStiinge
Politice proposes a selection of methodologically diverseliss related to the
communist past and its legacy. Although there isirmvitable focus on
Romania and the multifaceted experiences of itaifadipon under communism,
the studies included in this issue cover severahttes in the region. Some of
these studies engage in comparisons, either systathaor by stressing the
similarities or differences between the case stutjer discussion and relevant
others. An ambitious comparative approach is adgtahat of José M. Faraldo,
since it represents a pioneering attempt at judiagotwo phenomena which
had been hitherto considered as fundamentallyrdifife the resistance against
fascism and the Nazi occupation, and the resistagasst communism and the
Soviet occupation. In both parts of Europe, indinal$ and groups engaged in
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particular circumstances in fighting an illegitirmabccupying force and/or a
non-democratic political regime. According to thatheor, such a decision
represents a conscious act of opposition, whickog@ally binding in a given

milieu and at the same time emotionally driventdad of approaching recent
European history from the traditional perspectif@ @ontinent divided by the
Iron Curtain, the author proposes a comparison hwhkliemonstrates that this
kind of experience in Western and Eastern Europmgland immediately after

WWII presents many similarities. Seen from this gpective, this study

reminds of the common European values which didvanotsh completely even
behind the Iron Curtain, but survived and inspitedse who struggled to
overthrow the communist regimes in 1989.

The study authored by Istvan Otvés brings agaitihéofore the issue of
resistance against fascism during WWII and expldmasv this common
European experience generated a different postwaluteon in the Soviet-
occupied part of the continent. The increasingledient paths undertaken by
the countries which came under Stalin’s directuefice is illustrated by the
case of communist Hungary. Accordingly, the authexamines the
transformation of the largely inclusive wartimeigascist popular front, which
comprised communists and non-communists alike, i@ exclusive
communist-dominated postwar political organizatiés. it is well known, the
ultimate purpose of this process was the elimimatibnon-communists and the
purge of those fellow communists who could havetested the legitimacy of
the party leadership. Focusing on the famous shiavaf LaszI6 Rajk, which
opened the wave of Stalinist terror against higtkitg communists in the
entire Soviet bloc, this study also addresses tteetipe of successively
rewriting history, which represented the essencesiofjle-party political
systems where the supreme leader defines the tdtittrath” about the past in
accordance with his constantly changing futureraeé political goals.

While the communist takeover is exemplified by tlase of Hungary, the
communist project of radically transforming societyto a homogeneous
community is illustrated by the case of neighbof@mania. This process was
in theory defined as the building of a classlessiedp, which should have
ideally comprised only the friendly groups of warke peasants and
intellectuals. However, it involved in practice thmore or less brutal
elimination of culturally different groups by meanghich ranged from
expulsion to forced assimilation. Romania represanmt interesting example in
this respect, for it did not expel its ethnic mities after the war like other
communist countries in the Soviet bloc, yet it cdmyethe end of communist
rule to be known worldwide for its policies diredtagainst the Hungarian
minority. The study by Tamas Lonhart examines thelwion of the
relationship between the elites of the Hungariansd in Transylvania and the
Bucharest-based and increasingly Romanian-dominagatmunist leadership.
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Beginning as valuable “fellow travelers,” the trumelievers inside the
Hungarian community eventually turned against tbenBnian-style communist
rule because it denied them the right to cultuepteduction. It was from inside
the Hungarian community that the first open crittifsthe Ceagescu regime

emerged and subsequently formed the best organaebrk of opposition in

this country, which was capable of producing sasatizoefore 1989 and a
political party after 1989.

The communist regimes aimed not only at renderitu@al differences
insignificant, but also at erasing all other soddferences related to origin,
place of residence, level of education or gendee. redefinition of gender roles
under communism had certainly controversial resultghile legally and
institutionally women became equal with men for finst time in this part of
Europe, the traditional patterns of patriarchahkinig did not disappear. The
study by Cristina Petrescu argues that the comrmpoigies oriented towards
gender equality had different effects among diffiersocial strata, for only
women in the urban and educated groups seized pp®rtonity and,
consciously or not, succeeded in redefining genales inside their own group.
This thesis is supported by several examples frowng women who criticized
more or less openly the Caagcu regime, while the author also explains the
difference between this emancipation granted “frabove” and the rights-
oriented feminist movements in the West. Thus, ppabing issue such the
interdiction of abortion, which caused many familgumas in Romania, was
never on the agenda of these critical women, whuk tor granted gender
equality, but never conceived themselves as fetsiniighting for rights.
Finally, the comparison between these seemingly neipated Romanian
women and those in the Polish Solidarity, who oddiponly subordinate
positions in this opposition network, highlightsaatrgender roles outside the
urban educated strata barely changed under communis

If the imposition of communist rule is illustratég the case of Hungary,
its dissolution is rightfully presented by the catd?oland. The breakdown of
the communist regimes attracted throughout thesyé#ae interest of many
researchers and generated valuable, often intglitiery, studies. While
before 1989, few anticipated the collapse, after iraculous year, the authors
interested in the topic discovered a cluster ofseauthat determined the
initiation of this unexpected chain of events. xaBetrescu proposes a three-
layered model which takes into consideration stmadt conjunctural and
nation-specific factors in order to explain thel@pse of the communist regimes
in 1989. Although the author makes a point thatrtfzalel is applicable to all
the six countries that underwent a regime chandkanyear, his study focuses
on the inception of the 1989 revolutionary wavefdaot, as the author argues,
the key questions with regard to the collapse efabmmunist regimes in these
countries refer to the moment, i.e., the year 1889 place, i.e., Poland, and the
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subsequent sequence of what he calls entangletutiews, i.e., Hungary, East
Germany, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria and Romania. Atingly, this study
focuses on explaining the momentous decision oPiblesh communists led by
General Wojciech Jaruzelski to engage in roundttdiles with the leaders of
the Solidarity movement in 1989 instead of resgrtigain to repression, as in
1981. In doing this, they opted for path deparinstead of path stabilization
and set in motion a chain of events which deterthitiee regime changes in
Poland and five other countries in the Soviet blmag ultimately led to the
unification of Europe.

Once communism collapsed, the study of this epedaine the domain
of historians, while political scientists focused the transition to democracy.
From among the topics related to democratic codatitin, one of the most
disputed refers to transitional justice and inipafér to its retributive aspects,
i.e., the punishment of those responsible for pashgdoings. This process is
by its nature problematic, for it requires the realoof the human remnants of
the former non-democratic regimes from public bfeapplying the rule of law
principles. Thus, the results were rather meager @artainly far below the
societal expectations even in the former East Geytria spite of the advantage
of having previous experience and adequate pertaugeto the unification
with West Germany. The study by Monica Ciobanu rsff@n overview of this
process, which focuses on the other former Sovgat tountries which, unlike
Germany, engaged in transitional justice with logdources, little expertise
and unreformed professionals, i.e., Bulgaria, tteed@ Republic, Hungary,
Poland, Romania and Slovakia. The author examihes rultiple paths
followed by these countries in applying lustratiand allowing access to the
files of the former secret police agencies. Shela@xp these differences by
taking into account their variety regarding theunatof the former regimes,
their break with the communist past and the chanpgulitics in the transition
period. The second part of her study focuses ondR@mwhich represents a
special case in the above-mentioned terms. Theoratigues that the delayed
application of transitional justice in this countritimately failed in the attempt
of encouraging accountability and promoting the rofl law. For the number of
those effectively removed from public life is insificant, trust in state
institutions remains low in spite of some notabl®rés in exposing former
collaborators and officers of the secret police.

The memory of the communist past is the great absdrom among the
topics addressed by this issue of thealele Universiysii Bucuresti — Seria
Stiinge Politice While memory studies are flourishing and genetatjuite a
consistent line of research in the countries whinbe represented the Soviet
bloc, the memory of communism as such seems nosvogsroads. Over the
years, the plurality of recent past experiencetasad publicly and challenged
the initial narrative which emphasized the criminature of the former
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regimes. Recollections of everyday life, with ##slire activities and socializing
events, memories related to the communist-type ogfak benefits and the
remembrance of the vanished items which once repted daily routines
triggered nostalgia for a bygone past all across fdrmer Soviet bloc. In
countries where the communist regimes were suagddasséstablishing welfare
dictatorships, these diverse individual experieneesched and refined the
professional reconstructions of the communist gadtjmplicitly marginalized
the memory of repression. This phenomenon of seeecemembering was
belated in post-1989 Romania, where the commuedgire utterly failed in its
attempt at improving the living standard in thedamn and in a sustainable
way. For more than two decades, public memory refesolely to what was
considered worth remembering in the transition fidiatatorship to democracy:
the victims and the heroes of the non-democratgt. péet, the never-ending
challenges of transition, in particular the probdemelated to the ongoing
economic crisis, on the one hand, and the cominggef of a new generation
who never experienced communism, on the otherrdduhe negative image of
Romanian communism too. Gradually, the thick liiel®89 which separated
the dictatorial past from the democratic transiti@s become also blurred. For
it is the role of political science to clarify anthnonize the fundamental
differences between democratic and non-democratitigal systems, this issue
is dedicated to communism, a topic which normatigazrns only historians.



