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The end of the ninth decade of the 20™ century brought a change of actors
and the change of the balance of power in Central and Eastern Europe. The
Western democracy model had drawn for a long time the Central and Eastern
European area, but its degree of implementation depended on a number of factors.
First of all, there were internal (domestic) factors, such as how each former
communist country perceived the values of Western democracies and how the
authorities of these countries managed the domestic crises, installed many years in
advance. Secondly, there were external factors. The world in which the Kremlin
had played a decisive role for more than 40 years began to notice that the big giant
was facing multiple problems, too. And, in order to solve them, reforms were
adopted. In this respect, on the one hand, Soviet leaders put their hopes in the local
communist reformers, and, on the other hand, the West encouraged the pluralist
and democratic forces and not merely a "cosmeticized" totalitarian system.'

Since the early '80s, the West had been paying more and more attention to the
situation in Central and Eastern Europe. The first cracks in the system, in particular
the perestroika and the glasnost launched by the Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev,
convinced the West of the imminence of a great and perhaps permanent change in
this part of the continent. In this context, the Helsinki agreements (1975), signed by
all European countries, allowed the Western leaders to proceed to the creation of
an area of freedom of movement for people, goods and ideas throughout Europe.
The violation of these freedoms would automatically lead to the deterioration of
the international image and the communist systems were already in a crisis of
image. Then, the economic considerations were equally important for the Central
and Eastern European countries where the economy neither could keep up with the
general thythm of modernization, nor could manage to satisfy internal, not to
mention international needs.
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It is generally considered that the most important role in the collapse of the
Soviet system was held by the USA which became the only world superpower.
President Jimmy Carter relied on the preeminence of human rights, triggering a
strong offensive against the European totalitarian regimes. All violations of these
rights were monitored and made public to the world. In this context, civic
organizations from within the communist states found encouragement and support
in their struggle for democracy. The leaders of the Communist Party had to engage
in a dialogue with the representatives of the “opposition”, thus admitting their
legitimacy.”

Another American president, Ronald Reagan launched a huge armament
program, called Star Wars. Moscow launched itself into this arming race, but the
Soviet economy could not handle such a program. The Soviet economy, already in
crisis, reached such a drain and the negative social consequences were felt
immediately. The crisis of the Soviet economy was also a flap in the other socialist
countries, which used to receive important raw materials from the Soviet Union,
but since the '80s the Kremlin leaders did no longer supply these materials in the
required quantities. Thus, the economies of these countries, already in need, were
pushed into a crisis even deeper. The U.S. President George Bush "rushed" the
collapse of totalitarian regimes in Europe. On the one hand, he maintained a
permanent dialogue with Mikhail Gorbachev, from whom he obtained the promise
that the Red Army would not intervene in cases of domestic changes in Eastern
Europe. On the other hand, he supported morally, politically and financially the
opposition in this region.

Finally, the so-called "John Paul II effect" had a decisive role in promoting
democratic values in Eastern Europe. The meeting of Pope John Paul II with
Mikhail Gorbachev on the 1% of December 1989, in Rome, was an important
moment.’

In the late '80s, the political speeches of the greatest political leaders of the
world had another coloring. For example, in the summer of 1989, Gorbachev
addressed before the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe meeting in
Strasbourg, and in his speech he repudiated the old Brezhnev doctrine of "limited
sovereignty", suggesting that significant changes can take place even in communist
European countries. A few days later, in Bucharest, at the meeting of the leaders of
the states which were part of the Warsaw Pact, the Soviets decided to transform the
alliance from a military and political one into a political-military alliance. The final
communication of the Summit denied that there was only one socialist model.

In this complicated context, in which internal crises could not be controlled
any longer through reform attempts made by the representatives of the communist
regime, the decisive impulse came from East Germany. Soon afterwards, the
events followed the "domino principle" and the totalitarian regimes in Central and

2 Ibidem, p. 258.
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Eastern Europe collapsed within the interval of June-December 1989. A political
system was replaced by another that brought with it profound changes in all sectors
of political, economic, social and cultural life.*

Amid all these reforming movements, a meeting between Presidents Bush
and Gorbachev took place on 2-3 December 1989, in Malta. Even if in the press
release were issued only general aspects of the problem, in fact, the Soviet leader
had given up in favour of the U.S. president. Several days later, on December 11",
Gustav Husak was dismissed as president of Czechoslovakia and the opposition
leader, Vaclav Havel took over power. In contrast, in Romania Nicolae Ceaugescu
remained the only communist leader still in power.’

The last nine years of the Ceausescu regime were characterized by the
austerity program dictated by Ceausescu's goal to make the payment of the foreign
debt a priority of Romanian politics. It is the period of the international isolation
when Ceausescu, from the hero of the Western press of the years '65-'79 became
the "tyran" or the "sick man of the Communist world” in the view of the same press.

The negative effects of the forced industrialization of the previous years, the
exorbitant debts and interests which had to be paid were fully felt in the economy.
Determined to end the foreign debt, Ceausescu decided to reduce drastically the
imports and to export everything possible. In order to implement this policy, he
introduced a series of austerity measures for the population. And although official
statistics always announced increased and good quality production, the lack of
essential products on the Romanian market was acute. In order to justify the
shortage of products, the officials blamed the global economic crisis, the inflation,
high oil prices and natural disasters. Regarding local production, the Romanian
communist leaders decided to manufacture cars, aircraft, ships and other products,
many of them without perspectives on the domestic and foreign markets.®

The failure of the economic policy reflected negatively on living standards.
The prices, stable in the first half of the Ceausescu regime, began to grow in the
second half. The lack of relief items and food, in particular, became more and more
acute, resulting in the rationalization of basic foodstuff. Also, measures were taken
in order to restrict movements of population from one region to another, 14 cities
were declared "closed cities" and settling within these cities became almost
impossible. The most unfair laws passed during Ceausescu regime and the most
difficult for the population were the "scientific diet program”, developed in 1982 (a
decree that set the number of calories and the protein percentage attributed to each
member of society, based on age, gender and occupation) and the demographic
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program, under which every family was supposed to have at least three children.
Of course, the program could not be imposed as the communists leaders from
Bucharest would have desired, but it created, however, many tensions in society.
People also suffered due to the lack of residential space, cold houses and cold at
work places, the prohibition of household appliances that consumed electricity, the
obligation to work overtime without payment on legal and religious holidays, etc.
Dissatisfactions also arose when Ceausescu family members began to acquire
important positions in the party, state, or military hierarchy. The key positions in
the party, in some ministries (e.g., Ministries of Interior, Defence and Agriculture),
youth organizations and the Council of science and culture were occupied by his
wife, brothers, sons and brothers-in-law. The Ceausescu cult reached rare forms in
Central and Eastern Europe, after the Stalin experiment in the USSR.

The drop in living standards led naturally to increased discontents of the
population as welfare was replaced by numerous cutbacks due to the decisions of
the Communist Party. There were a series of protest actions in the country, despite
the authorities’ insistence to prevent or minimize them. The first grievance was
represented by a revolt of the miners in the Jiu Valley, in August 1977. The miners
from Lupeni, a town with a long tradition in the Romanian movement union,
started a spontaneous strike, and asked that N. Ceausescu go to Jiu Valley.
Following some dramatic events, including the sequestration of Prime Minister Ilie
Verdet, Ceausescu arrived on the scene and gave a clumsy speech in which, while
condemning the strike, he promised to satisfy their demands. A day after he left,
the area was surrounded by the army and by the Securitate. After that, in Romania,
until the late '80s, dissident groups or individuals would act individually, not being
able to form a uniform movement (the Securitate had managed to silence them).
But, the more the regime worsened, the more the resistance movement increased.
In the second half of the '80s, there was an increase in spontaneous uprisings, such
as the workers' protest in Brasov (November 15", 1987), or the street protest by
students in Iasi.” A real surprise was the strong action undertaken by six former
officials of the party in March 1989 who, through an open letter to Ceausescu,
made public the abuses of the regime and asked the communist leader to relinquish
the country's leadership.®

But, neither these internal events nor the external situation would convince
Nicolae Ceausescu to relinquish power. Although he was aware of the changes in
the former Communist "camp”, he continued to promote further its own political
line. In November 1989, the 14th Congress of the Communist Party was held in
Bucharest and the Congress reelected Ceausescu as the leader of RCP. On those
November 1989 days, when the Berlin Wall began to shake, when the Bulgarian
communist leader Todor Zhivkov resigned (November 10™), when student
demonstrations were held in Prague, in Romania nothing seemed to change.

7 Ibidem, p. 665—668.
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The end of Ceausescu and then the end of the communist regime was to
come from Timisoara, where thousands of people demonstrated against
Ceausescu’s regime. Hence, what seemed an isolated case of disobedience became,
on the 15-17 December 1989, a mass demonstration against the regime in power.
Authorities ordered the army to suppress the demonstrators. On December 17",
after fire had been opened at demonstrators, 122 victims resulted. In order to
destroy the evidence of repression, some of the victims were taken to Bucharest
and cremated in a hurry. On December 18" workers on large industrial sites of
Timisoara joined the protests, which led the authorities to lose control over the city
on December 20™ 1989. On the same day, the local Communist Party headquarters
had been occupied and Timisoara was declared a "free city".”

Ceausescu was in a state visit in Iran, but he returned to Romania
immediately. Suggesting that he was facing a scenario similar to the one in the
summer of 1968, he tried to restore order by invoking a conspiracy of "imperialist
forces". In the evening of December 20™  Ceausescu held a televised speech in
which he qualified the uprising in Timisoara as a concerted action by "hooligan
elements", suggesting that behind the events stood the "Hungarian irredentism”.'’
The next day, he convened a public meeting in Bucharest. He never got to finish
his speech because instead of the usual cheers booing was heard, followed by
disorder and disturbance. By evening, the centre of Bucharest was occupied by
groups of demonstrators. The authorities’ repression was tough, the Army and the
Securitate, called to disperse the crowd, used war ammunition that made many
victims. In unclear circumstances to date, the Defence Minister General Milea
committed suicide. Ceausescu wanted a new meeting for the next day, but the
attempt was useless. He was not allowed to have another speech and he was forced
to leave the building of the CC of the RCP. Together with his wife, they were
detained in a military garrison in Targoviste, and on December 25" 1989,
following a mock trial, they were sentenced to death. The sentence was executed
immediately after delivery. After Ceausescu's ousting, the power was taken over by
the National Salvation Front (whose president was Ion Iliescu), a heterogeneous
formation which encompassed some old communists that Ceausescu had removed,
a number of dissidents and characters that emerged during the events taking place
on those days."!

One should observe from the outset, that those who took power in Romania
didn’t lack the diplomatic support. Immediately after Ceausescu's flight from
Bucharest, most European countries and the U.S. sent messages of congratulation
to the new authorities. On the day of Nicolae Ceaugescu’s execution, 13 governments,
including those of the Soviet Union and the United States, recognized the National

® Cosmin Popa, op. cit. p. 673.
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Salvation Front in Romania as the legitimate authority and the ambassadors of
those countries received instructions to cooperate with the new regime. On
December 27" 1989, George Bush congratulated the new head of the Romanian
state and expressed his hope that the new leaders would bring reforms and establish
a democratic regime.

And indeed, in the course of the events of December '89, the people
demanded not only Nicolae Ceausescu’s overthrown, but also the removal of that
type of policy and institutions on which he had relied on. In December 1989 the
structures and the institutions through which the “socialist” system had controlled
the Romanian society, were broken, together with the networks that made the
various sectors of the society to cooperate with each other. Those days’ Romania
lacked a stable authority, because any rule not only political but also social could
be questioned and any value would become at least suspicious, because of the
simple reason that it served under the former regime, too. There was a vacuum of
authority of the central state institutions and, until democratic constitutional
structures were put into place, Romania made its first step on its long post-
December transition. Known in history as the “stage of diffuse revolutionary
power”, this period was marked by serious uncertainties about the form the
political system was supposed to take.

The transition was more difficult in Romania than in other former communist
states of Central Europe. Following the specific path taken by Romania during the
Ceausescu regime and the way the transfer of power was established, the dynamics
of further development was marked by a clear desynchronization toward the
evolution of other communist Central and East European countries. For example,
unlike Hungary and Poland, where the reformist groups of the Communist Party
had managed to reach key positions since 1988, in Romania, they were able to
impose themselves only after the removal of Nicolae Ceausescu. Moreover, if in
other countries the reformist communists who led the movements that determined
the removal of the communist regime were replaced with politicians coming from
various parties, in Romania the latter came to power only after December '89 and
in the following years.

The sudden removal of the centralist communist system resulted, at first, in
the deepening of the disrupting effects of the structural imbalances, worsened by
the inefficient preparedness of the political class and of the population in general to
act in conditions of democracy and market mechanisms. In this regard, the
unfavorable circumstances in which the transition process in Romania started,
explains the obvious failure that accompanied this phenomenon. But not entirely,
because the failure was imputed on the reform management too.

The removal from power of the Ceausescu regime did not mean, of course,
the automatic establishment of a democratic system. This could be built only to the
extent that appropriate institutions were erected. In fact, early in its creation, the
National Salvation Front assumed the role of governing the country only
provisionally, pending the first free elections to enable the formation of legitimate
state institutions.
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On December 1989, one of the main tasks that the new power in Bucharest —
represented by the NSF — assumed was to reassert the authority of the state
institutions and state management. This administration consisted, above all, in
keeping the economy running. Secondly, it stopped the anarchic actions that had
been threatening the existence of the state. It was probably the most expensive
social and economic management in the history of modern Romania, but the main
objective of keeping the country within the normal limits of stability and control
was achieved. To this short-term objective was added a long term one, which was
to restore the authority structure and the normal working institutions. As seen later,
it took several years to restore the main political and social institutions of the
country.12

In Romania's case, one of the major objectives of the change in December
1989 was renouncing the single party system and introducing the political
pluralism as the basis of representative institutions and also as a guarantee of a
constitutional democracy. Thus, the first act of the NSF Council (December 22™
1989) contained provisions with constitutional character. The act decided the
transition to a pluralist system of government, to principles of separation of
powers, free elections, respect for minority rights, economic restructuring etc.
Political pluralism received a statutory recognition in the Decree-Law no. 8
December 31%, 1989, which established the procedures for registration and
operation of political parties and public organizations in Romania. At the same
time, the freedom to establish political parties was provided. The adoption of this
legislation paper by the NSF Council was the first step towards structuring the
Romanian political life in a diversity of political forces, heterogeneous ideological,
each of them claiming a certain popular legitimacy."® The first government of post-
December Romania was appointed by the Decree No. 1 of December 26", 1989.
The government was marked by a number of limitations in action, by political and
social conflicts, by ethnic conflicts in Transylvania, by election violence, by the
phenomenon of University Square, and so on. On December 27", 1989 the Decree
Law on the establishment, organization and operation of the National Council of
the NSF and its regional councils was adopted. The new institutional body had
executive and legislative prerogatives, and also the right to issue law binding
decrees. The Higher Military Committee was subject to its decisions. The NSF
Council had very broad powers in appointing the prime minister, the government,
it appointed and removed the President of the Supreme Court and the General
Attorney, approved the state budget, provided titles and decorations, ratified
international treaties. Its President had the powers of a head of state, he represented
the state in international relations, had the right to conclude treaties, to appoint and
dismiss ambassadors.

12 See Vladimir Pasti, Romdnia in tranzitie. Caderea in viitor, Editura Nemira, Bucuresti, 1995.
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The next period marked the formation and development of political parties.
Some of them were based on historical tradition, others, however, expressed the
interests of certain political and social groups participating at the events of
December 1989. New parties also emerged, on the model of civic forums from
Czechoslovakia and Hungary, and parties of ethnic minorities. Another change was
the formation of alliances. At the same time, left parties with left messages
appeared and also parties with nationalist messages. The establishment of a
multiparty system was an important event in 1989 post-December Romania. First
of all, the party system experienced a strong expansion in number, leading to the
registration of over 150 political parties. This was normal to happen, after several
decades of dictatorship. The legislation allowed the registration of parties on the
basis of a list of only 251 adherents."*

The new multiparty reality was amended in February 1990 by the setting up
of the Provisional Council of National Unity (PCNU), which replaced the Council
of the NSF. Half of it included former members of the NSF and the other half was
made up of representatives of registered political parties, three from each party.
Another decree-law elaborated at the same time, sanctioned the separation of
powers, as well as provisions on the formation, organization and functioning of the
government. The separation of state powers was reinforced by the adoption of
Decree-Law no. 92 of March 18™, 1990 for the election of the Parliament and the
President of Romania. This decree was considered a "mini-constitution" because it
included several provisions that changed the political organization of the state, both
structurally and functionally. Instead of the Provisional Council of National Unity
(PCNU), the abovementioned decree provided a bicameral parliament and, instead
of the president of the PCNU, the same decree introduced a new institution, the
Presidency of the Republic. The Parliament constituted after the elections of May
20™ 1990 turned into the Constituent Assembly. And only after the adoption of the
Constitution in 1991, a working institutional framework of pluralism was created.

The Constitution legitimated, by force of its rules and principles, the entire
set of radical changes in the Romanian political system. It marked, in general, the
end of the transition from the totalitarian rule to the rule of law. The new act
brought out all the fundamental principles of the state, emphasized in the first days
after Ceausescu's ouster. Moreover, the act established the superiority of
international law over the internal one, especially in human and citizen rights
issues. The Constitution of 1991 established the principle of separation of powers
and appointed the Parliament as the only legislative authority in the state, while
accrediting its bicameral structure.”” The recognition of the legislative role of the
Parliament was a normal and necessary consequence of political organization on
the grounds of democracy. Along the entire post-December period, the
parliamentary institution had a positive role in the establishment and consolidation

' Ibidem, p. 128.
5 Ibidem, p. 129.
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of democracy, playing the role of a mechanism of conflict control, specific to a
state in transition. Also, the parliamentary institution served to legitimate the new
political elites and parties, especially in the first period of transition. It was the
moment when Romania set off on a process of institutional, legislative, economic,
social and political reconstruction pursuing the goal of state modernization.

The role of the post-communist transition was to structure a market economy
and democratic rule of law system. In parallel, Romania followed the path leading
to European accession, a stage marked by profound changes. Despite all what
happened, the events of December 1989 in Romania can not be viewed as an
accident. Both the internal and external context of the late ‘80s explains the events
that factual history would have to reconstruct on the basis of the historiographical
methods and analysis and not of the pretexts. Thus, in our study, we attempted to
find a part of the internal and international reasons which determined the removal
of the communist regime in Romania and, at the same time, we tried to prove that
although Romania had a different evolution, this has not meant an exit from the
patterns of other Central-Eastern European Countries.



