
A N N E L I  U T E  G A B A N Y I

THE ROMANIAN REVOLUTION

More than twenty years after the events that led to the violent fall of the com-
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tion is still something of an enigma and shrouded in mystery and mystification. 
Although more than four hundred books1 and innumerable articles have been 
written on this topic—by the actors involved, contemporary witnesses, as well as 
by Romanian and foreign historians—there are still profound disagreements be-
tween them about the actual events and how to interpret them. A major issue in 
the debate is whether what occurred in Romania was a revolution at all, and if 
so, what kind of revolution. Other divisive questions concern how or why vio-
lence was used during the various stages of the revolution, the goals pursued by 
the protagonists of the revolution, and last but not least, the role—if any—played 
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dissidents who took power after the dictator’s fall. The scholarly community 
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Romanian sources and those who are principally not opposed to them.

Today, there is a broad archival basis available in Romania for research on the 
1989 revolution. The results of the inquiries into the revolutionary events pro-
duced by two special committees of the Romanian Senate between 1990–92 and 
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1992–96 have been published, as have a considerable number of documents from 
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Affairs, the Secret Services and the Ministry of Defense. The Institute of the 
Romanian Revolution of December 1989, set up in 2005, is conducting system-
atic research on the topic.2 

Collective memories of previous uprisings

Romania’s history under communist rule is not marked by “eruptive” upris-
ings, but by a sort of societal “magma” involving a fundamental rejection of 
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eral factors account for this. One is language and culture—Romania is the only 
country of the former Soviet bloc where a Romanic language is spoken and whose 
culture is closely connected to the culture of Western Europe. During the first 
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of Romania; its final defeat came only after the suppression of the Hungarian 
uprising of 1956. There is, however, a tradition of socially motivated uprisings 
in communist Romania. These include the miners’ strike of the Jiu Valley in 1977 
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testers were killed or wounded. And the Romanian collective memory recalls a 
number of historical coups d’état. Among the best known in a series of conspir-
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architect of the unification of the Romanian principalities, and the coup d’état of 
23 August 1944, through which King Michael, supported by several political 
leaders, overthrew the head of state, Marshall Ion Antonescu. 

But interestingly, the protagonists of the 1989 revolutionary coup did not call 
on this aspect of Romania’s political tradition. Instead, they looked even further 
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The structural and long-term causes of the Romanian revolution

The East European revolutions of 1989 were revolutions of a historically new 
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national phenomena, but they were links in a chain of processes that revolution-
ized the Soviet-dominated system in Eastern Europe. The revolution of the Sovi-
et bloc, caused by a general crisis in the communist system, was part and parcel 
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Despite a number of common features in the 1989 East European revolutions, 
their specific course was marked by historically, politically and socially deter-
mined differences. Whereas the transition of power in Poland and Hungary was 
negotiated between representatives of the communist rulers and the opposition in 
a manner reminiscent of the Spanish model of the so-called Moncloa Pact of 
1978, or was a non-violent coup de parti, as in the GDR, Czechoslovakia and 
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In more than one respect, the unique mode of the transition of power in Ro-
mania was a direct consequence of the “Romanian deviation” in its relations with 
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leadership became increasingly aware of the danger represented by Romania’s 
autonomous course in economic and foreign policy, not only for the stability of 
the communist regime within Romania itself, but also for the coherence of the 
Soviet bloc as a whole. After having successfully negotiated the withdrawal of 
the Soviet troops in 1958, the Romanian communist leadership, at that time 
headed by Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej, began to oppose Soviet pressure for a larg-
er degree of integration and specialization of the CMEA countries, and attempted 
to create closer economic ties to the developed Western countries. At the same 
time, Romania also embarked on a more autonomous policy in its foreign and 
security policy, trying to distance itself from the Soviet imperial power. 

In an internal power struggle following the death of Gheorghiu-Dej in 1965, 
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gained the upper hand over those who supported a return to the Soviet fold. While 
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trying to remove his pro-Soviet opponents from powerful party and state posi-
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allowed a certain degree of de-Stalinization and de-Sovietization in the cultural 
field and liberalized contacts with the West. He also took steps to co-opt the young 
technocratic and cultural intelligentsia and to reconcile the old national-minded 
elites who had been imprisoned or discriminated against in the 1950s. With a 
speech held at a mass rally in Bucharest on 21 August 1968 criticizing the War-
saw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia, in which Romanian troops had not taken 
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and the population that was unknown in the other bloc countries, where de-So-
vietization started only after 1989.
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the impact of the crisis of Soviet-style communism on Romania, the effects of 
the world economic crisis, Romania’s loss of Western support, and the emergence 
of domestic opposition.

The restructuring of the Soviet bloc
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had been occupied by the Red Army at the end of World War II, went through a 
deep crisis. The Soviet and East European economies were clearly unable to keep 
pace with the technological progress registered in the West. Moreover, they were 
deeply affected by the worldwide crisis in raw materials and on the financial 
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tinue this traditional CMEA policy, and requested its partners to pay for such 
deliveries in hard currency and on the basis of world market prices. Because of 
the economic crisis, these regimes could thus no longer live up to their vigorous 
promises of economic welfare, and failed to honor the social contract that had 
been tacitly concluded with the populations of their respective countries. The 
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parties in power was no longer left unchallenged.
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of a three-pronged revolt looming in the member countries of the Soviet econom-
ic and military bloc: revolts directed against the communist system, against the 
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respective political regimes, and against the Soviet imperial power. In order to 
prevent an outbreak of revolts or a systemic breakdown of the communist system 
in these countries, Andropov and Gorbachev were determined to implement a 
coordinated policy of restructuring the economies of the Soviet bloc in accordance 
with Soviet strategies, without, however, doing anything that would endanger the 
communist system.6 

After his advent to power in 1985, Gorbachev pursued what was described as 
the “Gorbachev doctrine”: politically supporting reformist forces in those coun-
tries where the communist rulers opposed Moscow’s intra-bloc and domestic 
policies.7 According to recently discovered Soviet documents, Gorbachev held a 
speech at the 6 October 1988 Politburo meeting in which he stated that socialism 
was in a profound crisis and thus that all the communist regimes had to introduce 
perestroika-style reforms in order to survive: 
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such reforms—but the reasons for that are rather political, since the present leadership is unwill-
ing to change anything. In reality, all these countries need change. We don’t say this publicly, 
lest we are accused of an attempt to impose perestroika on friends, but the fact is: there are clear 
signs of a forthcoming crisis, and thus radical reforms are required all over the socialist world. 
����%�
�
��
����%��&���!��!&����
!�������
����!��
�!���!&�%�Q��
�Q��[�����\�§\\\ª��%!
��"%!�
���-
bornly refuse to follow the call of the times only push the illness deep inside and greatly aggra-
vate its future course. That concerns us very directly. We may have abandoned the rights of the 
“Big Brother” of the socialist world, but we cannot abandon our role as its leader. Objectively, it 
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thinking about others and ourselves at the same time. Democracy is much needed, and interests 
have to be harmonized. The limit, however, is the safekeeping of socialism and assurance of 
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Romanian made by the Soviet foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze, stating that 
“the internal processes in Romania are beginning to bear consequences for inter-
state relations,” bringing the potential of “tarnishing the socialist ideals.”9 On 21 
December, the same radio station aired interviews of three deputies of the Soviet 
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a socialist (having shot at his people) and of being an opponent of Soviet pere-

��!�	������!&��%�����<!��������!��

�!&����!���������!�������
��������!��\]10 At 
a press conference during his visit early in January, just a few days after the new 
leaders had taken power in Bucharest, Shevardnadze referred to past Soviet-Ro-
manian disagreements in the area of foreign policy and the Soviet reform process. 
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and in the end he had resorted to openly criticizing it. However, now that the last 
non-conformist regime in Eastern Europe had collapsed, Shevardnadze was hope-
ful “that the reconstruction and modernization of Comecon and the Warsaw Pact 
could start.”

Already in 1983, Romania had been perceived as the weakest link in the So-
viet imperial chain. It was the country where social revolt would most likely be 
directed against the communist system as such; indeed, it seemed possible for the 
country to leave the Soviet bloc and turn to the West.11� ��� �������*� ^_`_�� ���
investigation under the aegis of the social scientist Oleg Bogomolov painted a 
pessimistic scenario for Romania. As stated in the report submitted by Gor-
bachev’s advisor, if the financial means set free after the repayment of Romania’s 
debts were not used to raise the living standards of the population, a 
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the other socialist countries have not yet proved the feasibility of the reform policies, there is a 
danger that there will be a decisive turn toward the West (which also means its leaving the War-
saw Treaty) in this country, whose population has liberated itself from socialist values and been 
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Even worse from the Soviet point of view, the Bogomolov commission did 
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would result in “changes from the top,” a revolt, one is left to understand, which 
would lead to the same results.

9 Radio Moscow in Romanian, 20 December 1989. Cf. Gabanyi, Die unvollendete Revolution, 
121.

10 Radio Moscow in Romanian, 21 December 1989. Cf. Gabanyi, Die unvollendete Revolution, 
122.

11 See Oleg Gordiewsky and Christopher Andrew, KGB. Die Geschichte seiner Auslandsopera-
tionen von Lenin bis Gorbatschow (Munich: Bertelsmann, 1990), 824.

12 See Dumitru Preda and Mihai Retegan, ����|����	���������`�	���������Ä#�
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The impact of the world economic crisis

The crisis that rocked the world economy in the 1970s was another determin-
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raw materials imported from Third World countries and financial support from 
developed Western countries—collapsed. The Romanian economy, which needed 
massive imports of crude oil for its oversized refinery capacities that had been 
built with Western loans, encountered difficulties after deliveries from its main 
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to get Soviet support, since it had distanced itself from the CMEA mechanism of 
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banks, which had panicked as a result of the Polish crisis in 1980. After its West-
ern creditors stopped granting or guaranteeing further loans, and after the condi-
��!�
�
����*��%�����������!�����!�����*������&!��&���%����!��
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as unacceptable by the Romanian government, Romania—unlike other East Eu-
ropean countries with considerably higher per capita indebtedness such as Hun-
gary or Poland—was forced to repay its foreign debts. 

The drastic cuts in crude oil and raw material imports led to a severe reduction 
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order to procure the hard currency needed to repay its debt, Romania increased 
��
� �<�!��
�!&� &!!�� �!� �%������������!&��!��
���� �!�
�����!��� ���� �������� �%��
imports of consumer goods, policies that severely affected the living standards of 
the population. The harsh austerity program imposed by the regime included food 
rationing, radical cuts in the private consumption of energy, and wage reductions. 
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currency debt in March 1989, the Romanian population had reached a degree of 
economic need, social misery and depression unknown anywhere else in the bloc. 
+�*���������
���!���&!��X���´�
���"�
�Q!���������%���!�������
!����*��
���"%!���
wanted a change.

The loss of Western support

The Soviet policy of reshaping its relations inside the Soviet bloc and imple-
menting perestroika-style reforms in the East European states was possible only in 
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and the West. After having successfully negotiated a treaty in 1987 with Mikhail 
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States signaled willingness to back the new Soviet leader and to respect Moscow’s 
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The repercussions of this Western policy change dealt a major blow to the 
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had obstructed the deeper integration of the Warsaw Pact, had been attributed a 
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increasingly perceived as a factor that disturbed the process of rapprochement 
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financial institutions were no longer ready to grant Romania the trade privileges 
it had enjoyed earlier, and the European Community stalled negotiations with 
Romania on a new trade agreement. In 1989, Romania, once a forerunner in re-
lations between the CMEA countries and the European Community, was now the 
only European CMEA state that had not yet applied to establish diplomatic rela-
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Western media turned their focus on the low living standards of the population, 
the violation of human and nationality rights, and the treatment of regime oppo-
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�����%���!����*\�����%��X�X����������%��(������=���!�
���!������
�%�����
rights and minority record came increasingly under fire from both East and West. 
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to his image at home.

The emergence of domestic opposition
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-
sident movement was late in developing in Romania, and also why so many 
dissident figures were connected to the pro-Soviet communist elites who had 
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set in motion all the levers at its disposal to destabilize the restive Romanian 
leadership internally. In 1969, Moscow initiated the “Operation Dniester,” whose 
goal was to win over Romanian officers to engage in an attempt to topple 
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for the Soviets to get involved.”13�=!��
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Romania had discontinued sending its leading party, military and security offi-
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that the rest of the Warsaw Pact member states observed until 1990—there were 

13 �!����%���{���������%�Q%����	��Q���&���!��&�!���%���!�������
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tion, in a television interview on Hungarian Duna Television. X��	�����¤��Å��	��, 3 March 2004.
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still a large number of senior officers in Romania who had studied in the Sovi-
��� (��!�\� ��� !����� �!� �!��������� �%�� ������$��� �%����� �!� �%�� �!����*�
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ing of Romania’s defense system. After a first military coup attempt led by 
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In 1974, the new Romanian Constitution transferred the supreme command over 
the national armed forces to the newly created position of state president, i.e. to 
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ple’s war marked another step in Romania distancing itself further from the 
Warsaw Pact. In the course of the army’s reorganization, officers detected or 
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ried to Soviet wives, were removed from leadership positions in the army. De-
spite these precautionary measures, military coup attempts are reported to have 
taken place in 1971, 1976, 1983, 1984 and 1985. All, however, could be pre-
vented. The officers involved in these attempts were removed from active service 
and dispatched for civil work.

With the onset of the debt crisis in Romania in the early 1980s, opposition to 
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were antagonized by the regime’s preferential treatment of the state police (Se-
curitate) over the military, cuts in defense spending, and reductions in the higher 
technology needed for the national defense industry, and were against the massive 
use of army manpower in agriculture and infrastructure construction projects.14

Despite their preferential treatment, dissatisfaction was also brewing in the 
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tion (Directia de Informatii a Armatei), this department was reduced to complete 
disarray from which it never recovered. It is presumed that a considerable number 
of leading officials in this department were won over by foreign, mainly Western 
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seemed unavoidable, even members of the internal Securitate service, well aware 
of the surge in dissatisfaction in the country, began distancing themselves from 
the regime.

����!���&!��X���´�
���"�
���
!��"������Q�"��%����%���!�������X!�����
��
Party. Party activists were increasingly upset by reductions in their material priv-
ileges and by his policy of cadre rotation, which led to an unprecedented concen-
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strengthened by dissatisfied members of the younger, technocratic party elites. A 
growing number of intellectuals and creative artists who had been won over by 
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mini-revolution. A rapprochement took place between frustrated technocratic and 
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a group of prominent dissident writers, who met regularly at his country house 
in Comana, south of Bucharest.15

Chronology of events

The first attempt to begin a popular revolt occurred on 14 December 1989, 
but it ended in failure. Organized by an underground group called Romanian 
{!��������!���~Frontul Popular Roman������%���!��%>��
��������*�!&���´�����
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ers were immediately arrested.
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�16 who had gained quite a bit of notoriety after protesting, 
in a secret interview granted to a Canadian television station in August 1989, 
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called on his parishioners to demonstrate against his eviction on the square in 
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house. However, when the number of persons on the square grew after some 
young demonstrators blocked a nearby streetcar line, the protests escalated and 
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occurred, culminating in an attack on the county party headquarters.
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On 17 December, X���´�
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was going to take over the command of the army himself. He accused Minister 
of Defense Vasile Milea, Minister of the Interior Tudor Postelnicu, and the com-
mander of the Securitate troops of having disregarded his order to shoot the 
demonstrators, and threatened to put the three before a firing squad. When sev-
eral members of the Committee voiced their disagreement with these drastic 
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but he was persuaded to stay. In the course of the violent clashes between dem-
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an important economic contract on the delivery of a considerable quantity of 
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turn, with workers from the large industrial plants19 joining the protesters. In 
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with Minister of the Interior Postelnicu and Party Secretary Emil Bobu, ordered 
most corpses to be flown to Bucharest, where they were cremated. Despite the 
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resulted in thousands of victims. In contrast, the Romanian media kept silent 
about the events.

On 19 December, the protesting workers requested the military to withdraw from 
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them to return to work. Confronted with a massive turnout of workers joining the 
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available evidence shows that he tried to prevent bloodshed there and ordered the withdrawal of 
the army into the barracks. Members of the pro-Soviet coalition suspect him of having tried to 
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for machine building, electronics, chemical and petrochemical manufacturing and food indus-
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protesters in the streets, on 20 December, ��´æ����������!�"��%���"��%�����*��!�
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those detained during the uprising, the opening of the borders and freedom of the 
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tional groups of having joined hands with “reactionary, imperialistic and chauvin-
istic circles, as well as with secret services from various foreign states,” who were 
waging an attack on the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the Romanian state.20
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leadership with intending “to intervene militarily in Romania.”21

Convinced that he could once more appeal to the patriotic feelings of the 
�!���������!������%����<����*���^�
���������X���´�
������������!�%!���������-
ing on the same Bucharest square where he had protested the Warsaw Pact inva-
sion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968. However, he had hardly started to speak 
when he was interrupted by loud shouts, clamor and yelling. After a short inter-
ruption, during which television broadcasts showed a panicking head of state, 
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raise the living standards of the population. After a few minutes, another outbreak 
of noise emerged from the audience, whereupon the meeting was broken off and 
the participants were dispersed. During that night, savage fighting broke out in 
Bucharest between demonstrators and the army, the Securitate and militia forces, 
and the Patriotic Guards, leaving many people dead or injured. Rioting also broke 
out in other cities in western and central Romania.
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had reprimanded him for not having brought troops to Bucharest from the prov-
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��22 was then ordered to take over the command of the army. Contrary 
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the troops that were en route to Bucharest to return to their barracks. General 
Iulian Vlad, head of the Securitate, later reported to the Senate’s investigative 
commission that early in the morning he had withdrawn the Securitate and mili-
tia troops defending the Central Committee building. The Ministry of Defense 

20 Scurtu, La Révolution, 188–90.
21 Preda and Retegan, 1989. Principiul Dominoului, 477.
22 He acknowledged having been in contact prior to 1989 not only with Western, above all British 
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and the Ministry of the Interior dispatched orders to the troops across the country 
to stop firing at demonstrators.23

When the demonstrators reached the Central Committee building without 
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ried departure did not result in their rescue. They were held in a garrison in the 
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��!&����%���
�\
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�!�����������������!�����������$�-
sion, proclaimed the victory of the revolution. While various political figures from 
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uum of power was filled by actors who had been associated for years in clandestine 
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��\��%�����!���������!���������������!&��%�
��!�
�����!-
rial group was Ion Iliescu,24 who had won for himself the image of a regime dissi-
dent and proponent of Gorbachev-style reforms in Romania. He presented General 
=��!�������������!������$�
�!���
��%��&����������
����!&���&��
�\25 The same day, 22 
December, Iliescu also announced the setting up of a new provisional power struc-
�������������%����!���!&�=���!�������$���!��~_��	����*��
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could be held. The 39 members of the Council were selected from older an-
��>X���´�
���Q�!��
����������Q�������
�!&��%������*���%���������*������%��������-
tate, as well as younger technocrats whose careers had been blocked during the 
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previous regime’s nationality policies and, last but not least, a number of intellec-
tuals and writers. Iliescu was appointed chairman of this council.

As soon as demonstrators in Bucharest realized that the new leaders who had 
presented their program on television were in fact Soviet-loyal dissidents to the 
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the street were shouting ‘Down with Communism,’ Ion Iliescu spoke about the 
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Omega Ziua Press, 1996), 195–98; Constantin Sava, Constantin Monac, ���
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24 Born in 1930, Iliescu was an engineer by profession and had studied in Bucharest and Moscow. 
The son of an illegal communist party member, Iliescu joined the party in 1953 and quickly rose 
in the party nomenklatura, becoming a member of the RCP Central Committee in 1965, then 
a minister of youth and the head of the CC propaganda department. In 1971, the presumptive 
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anti-CeausÅescu position. He was progressively downgraded and released from the Central Com-
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rumors that he would become the new Romanian leader in a pro-Gorbachev Romania.
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was sent into the reserves in 1978 and appointed deputy minister of industrial constructions. He 
retired in 1986.
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‘noble ideas of communism’ in his first speech on television. […] It is clear and 
obvious that Iliescu did not then conceive the fall of communism, something that 
was in flagrant contradiction with the demands of the people in the streets.”26 In 
his addresses to the demonstrators on 22 December whom he called “comrades,” 
Iliescu eschewed the word “revolution,” speaking of “change and transformation” 
instead.27� ��� �%���� q����´!����{�!�������!�]� �
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����
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�-
dents inside the Romanian Communist Party accede to political power.” 

The particularities of the Romanian revolution

Three major differences can be seen between the revolutionary course of 
events in Romania and the peaceful transition of power as it occurred elsewhere 
in the Warsaw Pact countries:
1. the use of force;
2. �%���<�����!��!&��%���!�����
��%����!&�����*�����
����}
3. �%������$����$!�$������!&��<����������!�
�����%����!��

\

The use of force

It should be noted that the use of force is neither a characteristic of Romanian 
political culture nor a defining trait in Romania’s historical tradition. 

Two questions have not been fully clarified to this day: why the initially 
�����&��� ����
��Q� �%��� 
������� !�� ^�� 
�������� ^_`_� ��� ����´!���� ���� �%��� ���
Bucharest turned violent and who is responsible for the outbreak of violence 
after 22 December. 

One widespread interpretation claims that violence in the initial stage of the 
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aiming, first, to suppress the uprising and, later, to liberate the dictator and start 
a counterrevolution.29
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����������������
���]�Evenimentul Zilei��^���������^���%������"""\
�$�\�!���������
������������>�������
���>���>���>�!�>����
��>^������\%���� ~����

��� ^�� ������-
ber 2013). 
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A second model claims that the outbreak of violence in the initial stages of 
�%������
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��%����
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��*��%���!$����(��!�30 and possi-
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triates. According to this model, this was done in order to provoke the Romanian 
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around General Militaru. By 25 December, when the violence stopped after the 
�<�����!��!&��%��������!������%�
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967 people had died and 2,587 injured.31
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�
orders tried to suppress the uprising by the use of force, there continues to be 
disagreement about the responsibility for the second wave of violence that start-
��� !�� ��� 
�������� �&���� X���´�
��� %��� &���� &�!�� ���%���
��� ���!���Q� �� ���
facto prisoner of the new leaders. The new leaders used television broadcasts, 
which they had monopolized, to charge so-called terrorists with attempting to 
��������� X���´�
��� ���� �!� ��
�!��� �%�� ���>��$!����!���*� ��Q���\32 According to 
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the Romanian army, but they were subsequently released by General Militaru.33 
This was accompanied by “a torrent of destabilizing actions, diversion and elec-
tronic war” on the entire territory of Romania, blocking military telecommunica-
tion channels and feeding false information into the Romanian army’s radio-elec-
tronic reconnaissance systems.34 The new leaders handed over an unknown num-
ber of weapons to civilians, which contributed to the ensuing chaos. 

According to the second interpretation model, several goals may have prompt-
ed the use of force by the provisional new leadership in the period following 
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to the great number of workers marching towards central Bucharest from industrial sites outside 
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decembrie 1989 (Bucharest: RAO International Publishing Company, 2009), 162–63.

30 The model does not provide evidence as to who ordered these operations. 
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34 ���Q���=��!���
����]��������
���Ë������`��	������`#����§�� (Bucharest: Editura Ion Cristoiu, 
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siècle. Roumanie: histoire d’une manipulation (Paris: Michel Albin, 1990).

35 “‘Tensions were stirred up at the time to create reason to kill Ceau´escu,’ says former General 
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order to end the bloody turmoil created by the “terrorists.” The terrorist attacks 
ended as soon as this goal had been attained on 25 December.  As a second mo-
tive according to this line of interpretation, the pro-Soviet forces were intent on 
preventing nationalist minded army generals from taking power.36 At the time of 
the revolution, rumors made their way into the Western press reporting that the 
����´!��������
��Q�%�������&�����Q!������%����!&�����$!���!&�������!����*��������
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��X���´�
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he had caused in Romania. They did not, however, plan to bring Romania back 
into the Warsaw Pact fold, but rather were determined to continue the autonomous 
course of Romania’s foreign policy.37 As early as 22 December, calls were heard 
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of staff of the Romanian army on the grounds of alleged incompetence, and was 
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Soviet Pravda had pointed out that the regular army was obviously incapable of 
putting an end to the terrorist attacks.39 A third goal, according to this interpreta-
��!���"�
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the end, it was possible to avert the outbreak of a civil war in Romania because 
the overwhelming majority of the army (and security) forces did not react to 
provocations.
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communist East European countries. Whereas elsewhere in Eastern Europe, the 
decisive military power lay with the (Soviet) commander of the Warsaw Pact in 
the respective capitals, in Romania was the president the supreme commander of 

poisoned, the army was on its last legs and unknown ‘terrorists’ were in the pay of the coun-
ter-revolution.” Walter Mayr, “‘A Mission of Honor’: Key Players Recall Romania’s Bloody 
Revolution,” Der Spiegel International, 20 October 2009, %������"""\
���Q��\������������!���� 
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(accessed 5 September 2013).

36 Cf. �æ�����
����Decembrie, 167. Western media at the time wrote about a civil war having bro-
ken out in Romania between army units loyal to the new provisional leadership on one hand and 
�����������[Q%���
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^_`_��%������"""\*!�����\�!��"���%�$¿(�{½��=Ë¼*��(accessed 5 September 2013).

37 Mircea Dinescu, a Romanian dissident close to Gorbachev, has pointed out that Ion Iliescu was 
“the only alternative to a military coup” and “the only chance” to prevent it. Frankfurter Rund-
schau, 11 January 1990. See Gabanyi, Die unvollendete Revolution, 108; and Systemwechsel, 
183–85.

38 Radio Bucharest, 22 December 1989. 
39 See: Gabanyi, Die unvollendete Revolution, 114–15. 
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the national army and the members of the secret police. And only by having the 
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Securitate forces to change sides.
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need to organize a brief, obviously bogus trial, before actually killing him. The 
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on Romanian television on the evening of 26 December. 

+&�����%����!���!&�=���!�������$���!��Q!$��������%��������&!������41 Minis-
ter of Defense Militaru recalled eighteen generals who had been removed by 
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had as the head of the General Staff only days before refused the entry of Soviet 
troops into Romania. In addition, the first ordinance adopted by the newly con-

��������X!������!&� �%����!���!&�=���!�������$���!��"�
��!���!��
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cerning the functions of the Romanian Defense Council, which had been adopted 
in 1969 in reaction to the 1968 Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia. It was 
this act that had laid the basis for Romania’s political and military autonomy 
within the Warsaw Pact.42 And last but not least, Iliescu, the chairman of the 
council, went to see the Soviet ambassador in Romania to tell him that Romania 
was planning to remain within the Soviet sphere of influence.43

External involvement
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41 Militaru was presented on TV as the future minister of defense as early as 23 December, and the 
high command of the Soviet army was informed about Militaru’s “nomination” the same day. 
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����Decembrie, 322.

42 See Gabanyi, Die unvollendete Revolution, 117–18.
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precisely quantified due to the secret nature of many operations. Moreover, after 
�$���
�%�$��!����������<�������
���!����
�!&������������!�%��*��%!
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it and those who received it. This is for reasons of political respectability on one 
side, and of legitimacy on the other. 
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the provisional leadership and the Soviet response to this call is still one of the most 
controversial issues of the Romanian 1989 events. To this day, Ion Iliescu insists 
that he never called for Soviet help and that he contacted the Soviets no earlier than 
on 27 December.44 However, according to Cornel Dinu, Iliescu’s bodyguard, in the 
night from 22 to 23 December Iliescu spoke with a representative of the Soviet 
embassy and asked for the intervention of Soviet troops. The embassy official is 
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troops that had already landed in Romania.45 By that time, Soviet ground troops 
stood at the Romanian-Soviet border ready to cross the frontier.46 In a recently 
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eign Affairs in Warsaw, a Soviet diplomat is quoted as having said that Ion Iliescu 
and Silviu Brucan had asked for military aid and been promised any kind of support 
!�%��� �%������������*� ��$�
�!�\� ��� �%������������ �%����!���!&�=���!�������$���!��
announced on TV that the embassy had promised military aid.47 

Talks between the new leadership and the Soviet military were confirmed in 
a report of the chief of the Special Office of the General Staff in the Operations 
Directorate given to the members of the parliamentary commission investigating 
the 1989 events.  According to Dumitru Mircea, on 22 December, a message was 
received by the Romanian military leadership from Mikhail Moiseyev, head of 
the Soviet General Staff, and from the deputy chief of staff of the Warsaw Pact 
forces. They were “ready to grant support in any area.”48 This was confirmed by 
Romanian radio and TV on 23 December.49  

By noon of 23 December, Mircea was ordered by the deputy chief of the Roma-
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viziunii Române, în noaptea zilei de 22 spre 23 decembrie 1989, undeva în jurul orelor 3–4. El a 
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er it would be possible to count on Soviet military aid against the terrorists.” Moi-
seyev referred him to the governmental level.50 After the death of the minister of 
defense and in the absence of the head of state, the chief of staff of the Romanian 
���*����������ð��&�����´æ��"�
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!����Q���*�����������!������%��������&!��
foreign aid. When he arrived at the Ministry of Defense, he vetoed this initiative and 
ordered Romanian border guards not to permit the entry of Soviet army units into 
Romanian territory. He called his Soviet counterpart to tell him that “we did not ask 
for Soviet military aid and we will not ask for it.”51��%�����������!&��%���!$����(��!��
was marked by ambivalence. On one hand, Gorbachev insisted that the Brezhnev 
Doctrine was no longer applicable. On the other hand, there is evidence that the 
Soviet military was prepared to send ground or airborne troops to Romania. While 
it is understandable that Gorbachev did not want to be seen as supporting an open 
Soviet military intervention in Romania, it is, however, quite improbable that he was 
not informed about such actions. Talking to the Congress of the People’s Deputies 
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manian chief of staff had, however, rejected help. Gorbachev announced that the 
Soviet leadership was going to get in contact with other Warsaw Pact member states 
“to cooperate and coordinate activities to support the Romanian people.”52 One of 
the measures he proposed was to set up a group of Warsaw Pact observers to mon-
itor the events in Romania. The creation of this group was confirmed by Hungary’s 
foreign minister Gyula Horn on Hungarian television. Although strong Warsaw Pact 
troops were in place on Hungarian territory close to the Romanian border, the Hun-
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neighboring county.53 Soviet commentators made it clear, however, that the decision 
to desist from an intervention in Romania was only provisional. If the page turned 
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not” desist from intervening. They even favored a military intervention that went 
beyond the Warsaw Pact, also including forces from other countries. In a meeting 
with the Soviet ambassador, Evgenii Tyazhelnikov, on 27 December, Iliescu said that 
an agreement had been made with Gorbachev that “this was not necessary because 
�%����"!���������"������������������!�
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ment at his trial that this was a coup d’état with foreign military support.”54
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a Warsaw Pact or other intervention “if it becomes necessary to put down heavy 
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its readiness to join such an operation, either in conjunction with the Soviet and 
Warsaw Pact forces, or in the form of an international brigade. 

There is only scanty evidence, and even less solid documentary proof, about covert 
actions undertaken by the West in the revolutionary process. However, a number of 
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ponents, the selection of and support for dissidents, as well as the training of refugees 
from Romania who, after their return, were used as agents provocateurs.56 

More than the other East European revolutions of 1989, the Romanian revolution 
is difficult to imagine without the support of electronic media in the form of West-
��������!�
����!�
���!����
���Q��!��!���������!$����������!���������!����!������
��������%\�������!����
�
�"�����<������*��!����������!����������"��������
�$��
����%������>��Q�����!��������!��!&��%���!������!����%����>��Q��������Q�!&��%��X���´�
-
cu leadership, and for “accrediting” and popularizing regime dissidents in the 1980s. 
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ritate activists with questionable democratic credentials among their list of praise-
worthy dissidents. In addition, with the broadcasting time of the local radio and TV 
stations sharply reduced due to electricity shortages, Romanian listeners and view-
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national television station took over the role of Western broadcasting and became 
the stage for a “tele-revolution” that was unique in the history of the medium.57

The transformation: The long-term consequences of the revolution

The Romanian revolution took a heavy toll of human lives. In total, 1,116 
people—civilians, officers and army conscripts—were killed and 4,069 injured. 
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and caused injuries to another 1,502, a much higher number of victims (957 dead 
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flown out of Bucharest and arrested.58 There is the widespread belief among 
Romanians that these victims died in vain, because the anti-communist uprising 
of the people had been “stolen” and “diverted.” This has left a deep imprint on 
the Romanian collective memory and is considered “the original sin” of the Ro-
manian transition. It continues to impact the country’s course of political, social 
and economic transformation to this day. Moreover, it is felt that those who seized 
power in 1989 did everything they could to obstruct the criminal investigation, 
prosecution and condemnation of the true culprits for the bloodshed.

After December 1989, more than 5,000 people were investigated with regard 
to their responsibility for the crimes committed both before and after the fall of 
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armed forces and the Securitate troops, as well as 24 members of the highest 
party nomenklatura.59 Most of those investigated were released at the beginning 
of 1990 or pardoned. However, due to the fact that the group around Iliescu, 
which had seized power in the military coup d’état following the popular uprising 
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thought responsible for the bloodshed have escaped condemnation. Despite the 
fact that organizations representing the victims of the revolution have pressured 
that they be prosecuted, the judiciary, acting on political orders, has done every-
thing it can to delay prosecution in high-level cases. Documents have been con-
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being withheld by military or civilian prosecutors offices. 

Investigations have also been hampered by the fact that many of the key fig-
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nage and the militia who were involved in the events committed suicide or died 
under mysterious circumstances, some of them in prison.60 Together with Gener-
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culescu was the only major figure of the revolution to be tried and sentenced 
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in prison in 2013, where he has been held since October 2008 with a sentence of 
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high-level revolutionary figure who has chosen to break the ominous silence 
about some if not all of the riddles surrounding the still mysterious 1989 events, 

58 Cartianu, ]��������
���Ë���, 980. 
59 q�������!
�������­��$!�����������!�����ë�������Q������ë������#!�����]�Evenimentul Zilei, 21 Decem-

ber 2009.
60 ��!�!�������
ë��q����������{���\����$��ë�>�æ��æ�æ
ë����$!��
æ��æ�!�!����]�Evenimentul Zilei, 11 

December 2005.

The Romanian Revolution



220

especially concerning the roles played by other top players as well as foreign 
involvement—both Eastern and Western—in the process.
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olutionary Romania, despite being the target of persistent criticism. Some of the 
post-1989 electorate was won over by the populist measures he introduced im-
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office in 1990, followed by reelection for two full terms, 1992–96 and 2000–04. 
However, another part of the population would like to see him put on trial, not 
only for the role he played during the revolution, but also during the incidents of 
violence by miners Iliescu had allegedly sent against anti-communist demonstra-
tors in Bucharest in 1990, the so-called “mineriads.” Iliescu is also seen as the 
main culprit for the misguided policy course followed in Romania in the early 
1990s, which obstructed the genuine democratization of the society, the introduc-
tion of market-type reforms, as well as the country’s progress toward membership 
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civil society, was elected president in 1996 was the country’s foreign policy to-
ward the West vigorously redirected and real, albeit painful, economic reforms 
were launched. Iliescu continued this path during his final term from 2000 to 
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Due to its violent character and the human lives lost in the process, the 1989 
revolution left distinct traces on the collective memory as well as the mentality 
of the Romanians. The society is still strongly divided on the question of wheth-
er what happened in 1989 was a revolution or coup d’état, and whether the events 
were home-grown or engineered by forces from abroad. Despite the generational 
shift that has occurred over the past twenty years, demands for the criminal pros-
ecution of the crimes committed in 1989 and the lustration of former regime 
activists are still high in the public interests. 
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