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THE EuropeaN Way o THINKING AND THE Crisis oF De-
MOCRATIC PRACTICES WITHIN PROCEDURAL SOCIETIES

Sorin-Gelu Borza

How does the “European way of thinking” influence democratic practices?

m There is a European (Greek-Latin) model of the conceptualization of history
that subjects any understanding of the world to an ethical regulatory framework:
we have no meanings with wide social impact outside the predetermined cultural
framework on the basis of which we assign value to facts and produce hierarchies.

The deliberative turn (Goodin, Robert) of liberal democracies is the expression
of the tendency of modern thought to formalize procedures for recognizing the
truth (the values). The way people view history and judge history is backed in every
age by a sense of good that dominates the social mind. The common individual
lives every day of his life under the pressure of this social sense — which, once
internalized (has become ‘faith’) — turns into automatic thinking.

Even if, for the moment, it is difficult for us to accept — modern rationalism
itself feeds a particular scheme of reporting to knowledge and produces a specific
interpretation of the results of the action.

Modern rationalism — armed with the presumptive innocence of Aristotelian
logic (and, consequently, the whole of European science) seems to have kept a safe
distance from the emotional charge of mythologies that legitimized the exercise of
power in the ancient or medieval world.

But this is not as clear as it is claimed. The fact that we understand science in
relation to an associated' moral dimension, leads to interested interpretations of
the results of the knowledge process.
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This non-theoretical interest traces the applied directions of research. Science
and, at the limit, the whole culture and human creation remain linked (in the sub-
sidiary) to the concern to find and maintain control over resources — all of which
are presented as a condition of a good life. The interests of knowledge are polit-
ically oriented in this sense as well — the political action lives (and dies) between
judgments filtered by particular experiences. But what are the guidelines of this
mechanism of historical refocusing of the interpretation of the results of knowl-
edge processes?

In Europe — and later on through diffusion all throughout the West — the inter-
pretation of social becoming and the historical course takes place in a rationalist
scenario. In all modern societies, the prestige of the regulatory framework stems
from a formidable claim to scientific objectivity.?

The procedure for establishing hierarchies of value in modern societies appeals
— without exception — to scientific reasons. The entire political modernity is marked
by the interested alliance with scientific prestige.? This alliance produces immediate
effects — both in terms of trends in scientific research and in terms of political ac-
tion. But what are the strengths, the lines of force, of rationalism in Europe today?

The political modernity appears as a product of the transfer of technologies
for the validation of interpretations through scientific substantiation and demo-
cratic processes have borrowed the binary logic of socio-metric methodologies
for searching for truth. The habit of statistically analyzing physical phenomena is
translated socially as certification by majorities.

The social effects of this transfer often appear to be disappointing and the
tendency to identify the majority opinion with the public good has proved to be
full of dangers.

The procedural security of the process of “recognition” of the truth and all
associated social values cannot hide the non-objective dimension of the way of
using scientific discovery (as it appeared in previous eras) and failed to keep under
control the social conflict triggered by the authoritarian scheme for the exploita-
tion of scientific prestige. This failure has not been openly acknowledged and does
not currently know substantiated critical examinations?

The failure of modernity (which we talked about in more detail on another oc-
casion)® is intimately related to the inability of the dominant reason to offer at the
social level and especially at the general human level what it had promised.® Mod-
ern rationalism did not stop cruelty and did not prevent the holocaust of the twen-
tieth century — it was powerless in the face of the repeated crises facing Europe.

Theorizations about the various categories of crises’” — assuming ab initio the
relevance of socio-metric assessments — tend to underestimate the fact that hu-
man evolution and the development of human societies did not proceed according
to the scenarios of reason. What are the immediate consequences of the tendency
to place social interpretations in the context of the European way of thinking?®
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It is easy to see that any significant socio-historical change is prepared by ap-
peals that are reflected in a model of reconstruction of procedures for identifica-
tion and recognition of values (moral, but not only).

The one aims at a political change, he/she begins with a strategic project to
abolish conceptualizations aimed at publicly accrediting the protocol that legitimiz-
es the exercise of authority.

This conceptual denunciation precedes open attempts to change hierarchies
and power relations. Even when these hierarchies do not derive from authoritarian
political commands, they are still based on the field of forces and claims that com-
pete for domination in the space of a spiritual civilization.

The legitimacy of the political act in modern societies is grounded on a public
consensus on an interpretation of everyday life. Any governance bases its author-
ity on a grand recit (a great story) that entails an agreement. There is always an
elite that creates the conditions for putting into circulation a story that it uses to
explain public actions.

We always have a discursive ground by virtue of which the sentence of the
“chosen one” becomes enforceable.” Any modern authoritarian leader speaks “the
language of his people” — and “brings up to date” the procedures for the normal-
ization of values. Any aggiornamento takes place within the horizon of particular
purposes even when it proposes justifications drawn from the real needs of so-
ciety.

The credibility and social relevance of European values is based on the classic
set of cultural narratives on the horizon of which we have today a determined
understanding of common concepts such as freedom or democracy. Any re-ques-
tioning of them is declared unacceptable.

It is necessary to note here that the European way of thinking does not work as
a simple alternative to knowledge!®

It is not a measure of relevance in relation to a given cultural space, but passes
equally, as a reference for what we consider to be good or bad throughout the
world and in history.

It did not give birth to a simple community of knowledge, but has led to the for-
mation in a direct ‘slipstream’ of a form of narrative reconstruction of reality" The
expression ‘European way of thinking’ is used as a cover with the meaning of way
of thinking humanly and in this sense (as a tool for building the good) it circulates
with the claim of a legitimate foundation of political action.

The European rationalism appears as a procedural pattern of the act of think-
ing in any modern society. Its authority is supported by the reference to ‘science’
(objective and producing certainties)” — any bringing into discussion of evidence
that questions its own discursive version is rejected in principle, treated with con-
tempt, possibly mocked at as being non-compliant.
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The power of the arguments of mainstream science is based on rating. But it
doesn’t matter much if this rating is based on emotions (fear, adoration) or “stellar
ignorance”® (simplism). The science that produces “procedural certification” is
publicly declared an instrument available to all. This claim, however, deserves an
applied analysis. Let's at least look at the way of social validation of the procedures
and see if this is exactly the case.

How do the “abbreviated narratives” of science (popularization variants of the
great scientific theories) reach the public space and how is the scope and nature
of the influence they exert among the masses decided?

The “great narratives” compete in the space of common sense (dominated by
emotions and their provisional character). Modern rationalism has become aware
of the volatile nature of their public success in these conditions.

In social terms, this competition generates the series of philosophically theo-
rized crises starting with the end of the 19% century: the crisis of European hu-
manity (Edmund Husserl) or the crisis of unity of meaning (Jan Patocka) ultimately
manifests itself as apparent effects of the crisis of science (which also appeared
against the background of the crisis of the foundations of mathematics).

The fact that we can no longer speak of an “ultimate source of knowledge”
(Karl Popper) has facilitated the organization of a space for “negotiating the public
relevance” of science.

The European rationalism paved the way for the procedural societies by au-
thorizing the scientific production of “founding stories” and implicitly of meaning.
This became possible when the predictability provided by the development of
technologies made it possible to identify the truth in relation to functionality. But
why would this be relevant in the political space?

The operational transfer of method has produced a subtle form of co-de-
pendence between the political justifications of social actions and a consensually
grounded interpretation of the truth of science. The crisis of the European way
of thinking is linked to the deep crisis of the foundations of mathematics!* The
perception of democratic majorities as the golden rule of the optimized nature
of social and political decision is constantly undermined by the visible inability of
European democratic regimes to keep under control the phenomenon of terrorism
and new threats posed by the health crisis and the increasingly drastic limitation
of human freedomes.

The tendency to refine governance models with a strong regulatory focus is
justified as an attempt to limit the influence of personal and group interests in
public impact decisions. However, procedural societies are not marked by equidis-
tance — the central set of rules that dominates the market for human interactions
is visibly marked by a certain ideological choice.

The most democratic political regime is the result of elections that involve a
competition for power and whoever has the power wants guarantees of efficien-

cy.
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The repeatability of science results is tempting for the political competitors —
they hunt down certainties (in the sense of capacity of predictability) and seek to
undermine any data or evidence that calls into question the ideological founda-
tions on which their actions are based.

Politics is — through its consequences — a choice of a way of thinking that
allows the reconstruction of the social according to partisan interpretations and
particular experiences.

This confrontation is pragmatic and, given the stakes, it tests competitors’ re-
spect for the values of the society where they do politics.

An established collective sense of the concept of fairness or good is born even
in advanced societies following agreed procedures.

Of course, no one will agree to extract the scientific truth from consensus, but
there is an almost universal practice of judging the results of scientific research in
direct connection with the investigative procedures used.

Mainstream science is denoted by the usual term science. Procedures are used
in the process of scientific research and their correctness is enshrined in a tacit
form of agreement obtained within a community of knowledge.

This perspective appears transferable with immediate profits in the political
space with the marked difference that the agreement of the majorities is the
consequence of some emotional evaluations derived on the basis of personal and
subjective feelings (thereafter treated procedurally as value judgments, given that
in most cases they are not even judgments of taste).

There are several ways to ‘fabricate’ the consensual position — democracy be-
ing the systematic mechanism with the most defenders. The procedure of elec-
tion, of political decision-making in democratic societies has always enjoyed the
attention of the social sciences.

From a technical point of view, we have formidable examinations of political
decision models and their relationship to access to power. But why have proce-
dures become so important? Or more precisely — what is done (socially) with the
procedures?

At a primary examination, the procedural systems produce a reconversion of
social violence® — proposing solutions to keep aggression®™ under control within
the ‘anonymous crowd’.

Is democracy its own solution in communities where, as Darwin pointed out,
competition between closely related individuals has stimulated evolution? And,
above all, does the democratic procedure really work in the interest of individuals
who choose to accept a restriction of their freedom for the promise of a better
(safer) life?

In this sense, any procedural system carries in itself a subsidiary mechanism
for the management of fear. Procedures consensually regulate the competitive
field that no form of modern society can give up. The subtle forms (derivatives)
of social aggression typical of the globalized world, the atypical manifestations of
civic pressure that ‘administer’ fear in the Community space, the whole arsenal
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of constraints available to the new bureaucracy” is formidable evidence of the
competitive dimension modern civilization camouflages but in no way eliminates.

The modern societies often practice certain forms of procedural mobbing from
which a group of individuals in society gain obvious competitive advantages.

The most democratic regimes exploit consensual regulations as an opportu-
nity — forcing the selection of the social response to administrative and political
decisions. More directly, the choice of procedures for the moral labeling of social
action gives rise (in democratic systems) to a subsidiary form of selection of traits
and characteristics that increase the individual chances of affirmation for members
willing to reach consensus.

These individuals do not assert themselves socially starting from free person-
al choices: they configure their social reactions in the wake of civil fear and act
considering that discipline ensures and provide them a high degree of personal
security.

How sustainable this way of thinking is and what kind of experiences actually
justify its perpetuation — we will see next.

What does political freedom look like in procedural societies and how the
European way of thinking — can be a support for democratic decisions — seems a
minor issue precisely because European-Western democracies pass as exemplary
socio-political models.

Modern thinking and the ethics of ‘institutional reason’

The functioning of political institutions enshrines the dominance of procedures,
but the way in which institutions remain key instruments of the exercise of a will®
remains transparent. In modern political systems, the will of the leaders (and of
the dominant elite) resorts to instrumentalization: a whole procedural scenario
justifies the executive action for which a corresponding set of ‘rational” arguments
was identified post-factum. However, the criteria on the basis of which we establish
the rational character of a support remain strongly rooted culturally.

We decide and argue the rational character of actions on the horizon of judg-
ments determined by historical experiences. All these arguments then receive col-
lective validation and become a way of thinking.

Institutional reasons are without exception consensual — they are never too far
away from the culture and mentalities that dominate a certain form of civilization.
Europe has produced the first models of democratic institutions, and this is not at
all a coincidence: in Greece, ancient philosophy facilitated the emergence within
the community of a new way of thinking about freedom and a new perspective
on the human condition®

‘The European way of thinking has’ facilitated (out of efficiency reasons) the
transfer of procedural practices and has led — out of reasons of interest — to the
overbid of the impersonal nature of the executive action.
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Institutionally one works with the tacit presupposition that behind the reg-
ulations (ordinances, laws) lies an infallible logic and an enlightened reason that
follows and objectively reproduces an original and natural process of becoming. It
doesn’t take too much field research to see that the most respectable institutions
remain the ‘aquariums’ that filter reality — and they don’t do so disinterestedly.

There is a general tendency to silence the ideological contamination of institu-
tional reason, and we have little reason to believe that modern institutions would
be willing to re-examine their claims of objectivism and doctrinal detachment. This
claim to enroll in the natural course of becoming proper to physical reality — func-
tions as the ultimate and undisputed ground for the political decision.

Procedural modernity has something of the senior sufficiency of the monar-
chies of divine right:®* only that the new deity is now the ethical reason whose
procedural foundation seems to be the scientific methodology.?' The reason why
this claim was not suitable for any critical analysis on the merits is axiomatic: mod-
ern reason (as the ‘core’ of the European way of thinking)? does not account for
someone who is not able to recognize the objective-scientific structure — the truth
— and therefore legitimate authority as the undisputed guarantor of socio-political
action. Let us, however, lean on this axiom, looking (as science proposes) at facts.

The procedural mechanism by which modern societies legitimize social action
is a product of the ability to squeeze consensus by isolating challenges in their
symbolic stages. Public cowardice / indifference are maintained by the lack of
physiognomy of the will to create constraints.

Despite this deliberate depersonalization of the executive branch — the mecha-
nism of imposing a political will is far from the innocence it claims.

The evidence of objectivity and the allegedly scientific aspect of the argu-
ments at stake save but appearances. Procedures are ‘imbued’ with power re-
lations through which subtle forms of exclusion and implicit subordination are
perpetuated.

The modern procedural society is marked by an increase in the level of symbolic
violence (the development of the online environment and the expansion of public
space in the virtual unequivocally proves this phenomenon) and, in parallel, by a
generalization of the formal model of social interaction.

The European way of thinking thinking partly explains this effect and substan-
tiates the practical ways in which interpersonal relationships convert into moder-
ately institutional relationships. This trend is easy to be seen from a simple analysis
of Community regulations as they appear in EU documents.

When we speak at Community level about ‘European values’ (clearly indicated
in Article 2 TEU Treaty — Lisbon 2007) we do not mean a simple political commit-
ment — but we are talking about a legal obligation as non-compliance can lead to
the appeal to the Court of Justice. Confering legal force to these principles and val-
ues shows the importance given to the conceptual foundations of the procedural
society.? The Europe of procedures is a derivative of the European way of thinking.
Western civilization remains uncompromising in relation to the respect for the
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values that articulate and reproduce in soft versions an ancient /eitmotif of classical
Greek civilization: the one who does not think like we do is ‘barbaric’? This theme,
regardless of the way in which it is resumed,” arouses hostility. And it is presumed
that part of the violent actions facing the big European cities have their origin in
the refusal to accept this idea. The myth of peace-keeping reason? does not hold
up, and it is unlikely that our attempts to charge reason with something it cannot
do have proved unrealistic.

The procedural society responds to the anarchic tendencies of exercising indi-
vidual rights through the technique of division and multiplication of administrative
obligations and through the artificial creation of needs.” The procedural society
— as a product of institutional reason, faces a series of new challenges for which
we do not yet have formidable, redoubtable theorizing. However, there are certain
ascertaining premises the analysis of which can contribute to shaping some solu-
tions:

1 The measures to combat the various manifestations of crisis in modern socie-

ties may give the impression that institutions of force (specific to the procedural
society intensely bureaucratized and formally restructured by social technologi-
es) unjustifiably restrict individual freedoms for control power, more precisely as
part of the strategies for maintaining / reproducing power schemes.
Apart from this shortcoming which is the subject of common criticism, we must
note that complex societies have an increased anarchic potential (to be seen the
difficulties of implementing the deliberative democracy) and in the absence of
law enforcement institutions the rule of law’ may come to a standstill. For this
reason, the active individual freedom specific to modern man imposes innovative
governing solutions.?® In the immediate practice, the ‘institutional reason’ does
not produce structures, methods, and operational forms of administrative pow-
er through which it can coherently manage societies in which all the individual
freedoms promised by the political system would be allowed and exercised. The
ordinary political discourse talks about the guarantees that the system can offer
to those who adhere to common social values.

The logic of the functioning of institutions derives from an axiomatic of the will to
power — so that the recovery of an ideological® identity appears as an alternative
means of collective operationalization of the way of entrusting political power —
with simultaneous observance of democratic principles.

2 The usual exercise of procedural power does not redistribute its benefits to the
people from whom it has been ‘entrusted’, but feeds and serves the interests of
technology administrators who do not declare any ideological attachment — and
consequently do not risk losing public support. The bureaucratic-technological
infrastructure now manages the relations of ordinary individuals used to the
political power, which means that democratic regimes (at the limit, nor the social
contract) no longer function as a (directly) politically controlled relationship, but
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only mediated and deeply reconfigured bureaucratically>® Contemporary social
technologies allow bureaucratic systems to structure complex systems of post-
modern vassals. Post-democracy arises once with the capitalization of power in
a formal space created within procedural systems. The public response required
by the procedural shift of the exercise of power is to provide formal support for
the development of deliberative networks of political participation.

3 The procedural society admits the epistemic (scientific) critique but rejects any
debate of its ethical dimension with the argument that the methods in sciences
cannot be subjected to the moral dimension. Under this premise, post-demo-
cratic regimes (n.b. illiberal democracies) are used to justify political technoc-
racies based on an error of classical logic.3' It may be true that the ideological
justification of political action allows for emotional attachments and subjective
reporting to the historical realities. However, this type of argument has no de-
monstrative value: the fact that certain democratic exercises have brought to
power corrupt or incapable decision-makers does not turn the democratic sys-
tem into something essentially bad. It is necessary to denounce the limits of mo-
dern democracies, but this criticism must not provide the ‘physiognomic’ elites
with reasons to establish prison discipline.

Civil society versus procedural society

Against the background of the democratic practices crisis in modern procedural
societies, it is to be expected that the civil society will seek solutions for responses,
by means of which the public opinion will reflect consensual positions and value
judgments. In practical terms, during the major military — political crises, the means
of expression available to the public opinion are dramatically limited and this is
obvious, the best example thereof being the recent events in Ukraine. Regardless
of the determination often shown by the civil society representatives — once with
the very moment when the place of political dialogue is taken by military action
and war — it is less likely that the voice of the civilian community will really matter.

| think it is but fair to say that the “European way of thinking” and the Euro-
pean values on which the legitimacy of diplomatic and socio-political relations be-
tween European nations are based could not stop the invasion of the Russian army
in Ukraine and did not change the tragic character of the destinies of a wave of
refugees, unprecedented in the XXIt century. The Europe of reason and implicitly
the procedural model underlying contemporary democratic practices is confront-
ed with a war situation for which states do not offer political solutions that can be
formulated in terms of reason. There is, of course, a logic of strategic positioning
at Community level, but the effectiveness of these approaches, which are to be
maintained on the horizon of procedural reasoning, is increasingly problematic:
compliance with the treaties, diplomatic conventions and, last but not least, obser-
vance of the principles of modern warfare® they do not provide additional security
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guarantees and increase the exposure of those civilians willing -in peacetime- to
defend essential democratic rights and freedoms.

The crisis of democratic practices is closely linked to the limited capacity of the
civil society to produce authoritative opinion and to offer legitimate alternatives to
political decisions which in this context remain the prerogative of the epistocracy.
Deep political crises and the state of war are always opportunities to legitimize
the concentration of power in transparent decision-making areas: these areas are
the environment in which autocratic dictatorships and regimes are born. The war
that Europe is currently facing calls for a more realistic reassessment of the possi-
bilities of civil society to politically influence a world where the power asymmetry
can no longer be masked by resorting to normative approaches: it is not enough
for democratic rules to exist — it is imperative that there are practical benchmarks
for the ethical sizing of political action in the field in which democracy takes ef-
fect. The connection of political action to an applied ethic remains a procedural
phenomenon. The civil society does not certify ethical values — it translates, at a
behavioral level, opinions that it extracts from collective experiences: the moment
that new experiences brutally contradict beliefs or ideas that have been insistently
conveyed for long periods of time — the civil society (marked by confusion) tends
to react anarchically.

The war in Ukraine is not over yet, and there is little certainty with regard to
the way in which this war will change the nature of power relations in Europe.
Nevertheless, | think it is highly realistic to accept that, beyond the actual military
confrontation — the conflicting parties have political, security and diplomatic ap-
proaches that broadly reflect the different degrees of connection of individuals
and civil society to a specific architecture of values. The crisis of democratic values
in the procedural societies has acquired, once with the invasion of Ukraine, a his-
torical certification. It is essential that the response which the European civilization
can provide to these challenges is to accept not formulas that are decoupled from
the central set of ethical values that underlie the European construction.
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Notes

'The interest in applied sciences is only a minor symptom. When we ‘do something” with the
results of scientific research, we associate value judgments to them.

This ideological contamination of the results of scientific research is noticed by Max Born (in
his memoirs) who wrote in 1930: “Now | am convinced that theoretical physics is in fact philo-
sophy.”

2 Even if this is sometimes difficult to accept — the most inhumane political measures demanded
in their time a rational-scientific support and always found “specialists” with credible status to
support them.

3 The discussion of the “non-Platonic” nature of mathematical concepts is not new (Lakoff), but
there are few occasions when this changes the tone of sociological analysis.

4 Of course there are various observations, such as those made by Konrad Lorenz (“Irrational and
unreasonable human nature” — so democracy would be “unnatural” but they are seen rather as
figures of speech and have not gotten systematic attention.

> Sorin Borza (Ed.) (2016): Modernitatea ratata. [Failed Modernity.] Bucuresti: Eikon.

® As the cradle of modernity, Europe is today crushed by successive crises (economic crises, the
crisis of civilization, the “crisis of genuine leaders” and lately the health crisis Covid—19) mainta-
ined at the deepest level by the crisis of a way of thinking.

7 Europe has “as its nucleus a certain structure of the spirit, for example, a determined form
of ethos, a determined way of approaching the world as a whole and of forming the world,
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through activity”. (Cf. Max Scheler (1982): Der Genius des Kriegesundderdeutsche Krieg. In: Max
Scheler: Gesammelte Werke. Band 4. Bern: A. Francke Verlag. P 182.

8 The crisis of European humanity...; The crisis of European sciences... (E. Husserl); The crisis of
European man and the crisis of European culture (Fr. Nietzsche); The crisis of meaning (Jan Patoc-
ka distinguishes three fundamental movements of human life: the movement of acceptance, the
movement of defense and the movement of truth) ecological crisis (). Larchet); The health crisis; etc.
9 There is a seductive dimension and a quasi — “erotic” relationship that the leader maintains
with the public when he mobilizes it.

" Of course, the critique of Western exceptionalism does not resolve the basic issue and goes
far too easily over the fact that Western civilization continues to attract immigrants from all over
the world like a magnet. How then is it that the ‘European way of thinking’ remains associated
with strong positive connotations even within worlds for which Christianity is a certain religion?
" Despite the fact that the end of those grandsrécits (invoked by J. F Lyotard) has already been
prophesized — the increased appetite of contemporaries for the escort narrative cannot go
unnoticed. The European way of thinking insistently offers some great grandsrécits stories —
freedom, democracy, human rights, etc., and reconstructs reality (teukhein) using the coded
language of power: the set of consensual “scientific interpretations”is established at the level of
the social imaginary — justifying various political actions and then size them morally.

2 All this starting from the fundamental premise that the purpose of science would primarily be
prediction and not understanding.

B Gustave Thibon (Ed.) (2003): lgnoranta instelata. [Starry lgnorance.] Romanian translation: |.
Nastasia and M. Nastasia. BucureSti: Humanitas. (“A solution, in order to be truly assimilated,
first requires a certain ability to pose and feel personally the problem that the solution solves.
The weakness of religious education is that it offers solutions long before problems have matu-
red in minds and hearts.

It makes one think of political marriages between child princes who had to wait years for their
union to take place, but between God and the soul of the ,believers”, how many marriages
officially proclaimed and never committed!”)

The problem of ideological attachment can be viewed analogously: ideologies sometimes offer
solutions to problems that the public does not have and did not know...

% To be seen Russel’s paradox, etc.

" The neutrality of the procedural management of social relations is meant to dissipate and
divert the potential for collective violence to impersonal courts, “taking the targets in front of
the shooters”. Institutions and bureaucracies disperse tasks, responsibilities, so that we are in
a situation where social violence no longer confronts direct opponents, but diagrams of forces
(Foucault).

' Konrad Lorenz (Ed.) (1998): Asa zisul rau. Despre istoria naturala a agresiunii. [The So-called
Evil. On the Natural History of Aggression.] Romanian translation: loana Constantin. Bucuresti:
Humanitas.

7 lllustrative for the process of conjugating procedural power with political authority Krislov
Samuel — Representative bureaucracy. To be seen also Ludwig von Mises — Birocratia [Bu-
reaucracy], and respectively Milovan Djilas — Noua birocratie [The New Bureaucracy], but also
the studies of J. S. Mill, who noted the contradiction between bureaucracy and democracy. He
emphasized the idea that in all systems marked by bureaucratic procedures there was a constant
tendency to establish a technocracy that tends to reproduce and impose its own hierarchies of
value through the exercise of power.
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® Of course, it is not always an individual will of a leader, it can be the aggregate expression of
a will that stems from group interests — but this detail does not change the essence of things.
¥ Platon is not a simple creator of concepts, he eventually created a new human type and, in this
sense, a socio-political space and a new world.

20" _the bureaus usurp the power to decide many important matters, making decisions accor-
ding to their own judgments on the basis of the merits of each case, that is, in a rather arbitrary
manner.” (According to Ludwig von Mises: Birocratia si imposibilitatea planificarii rationale in
regim socialist. [Bureaucracy and the impossibility of rational planning in a socialist regime.] P 43.
2 This mechanism is not a recent innovation — let us remember that Marxism self-proclaimed
on any occasion as ‘scientific materialism’ — which did not in any way prevent the horrors of
Stalinism or the suffering of peoples who went through Soviet experiments.

2 n an already classic text (The Tragedy of Central Europe) Milan Kundera intuited that Europe-
ans have more in common than a common geographical space. “Trying to draw exactly the
borders of Central Europe would be pointless. Central Europe is not a state: it is a culture or a
destiny. Its borders are imaginary and must be drawn and redrawn taking into account each new
historical situation.”

3 Any voice that disagrees with the tone set by Brussels appears ‘anti-European’ — without a
too careful analysis of the messages or the rationale. Brexit and, more recently, the sanctions
imposed on Hungary are symptoms that eloquently show how necessary these analyses are.

2 The Platonic idea that "everything that is not Greek is barbaric”is classical. However, it is no
coincidence that Hannah Arendt considered totalitarianism to be a political form of Modernity.
Of course, we will not find such a formula in European discourse — but it is clear that the level
of civilization is measured in relation to the adequacy of these values and this ‘European way
of thinking’.

% Lucien Cerise, Samuel Krislov, Wiliam Dobson.

% Of course, the peace of the modern world is not crushed today by caterpillars — but fear has
not been removed from the streets or even from the smart homes where the luckiest of cont-
emporaries rest.

7 Financial loans bring with them long-term commitments, obligations and debts, often over
several decades, so that individual freedom of choice is significantly restricted from then on.
Man is caught between the need to have income, so a secure job or secure business, and the
obligation to pay installments, taxes, fees, etc. Under these conditions the market is a funda-
mental tool of social control. It is enough to overwhelm the market with products that people
are stimulated to want (i.e. to produce 'needs’), to always bring out new generations and series
of tools, appliances, high-performance machines for the purchase of which they want to work,
to earn money or to borrow, so that from that moment on individual life is nothing more than
a variable function of the market.

% The idea is not new — but realistic solutions capable of eliminating the system of postmodern
vassals are not outlined. Deliberative democracy does not eliminate the dominance of ‘autho-
rized opinion’ and the possibility of asserting social engineering as the core of government
science.

To be seen also Godin, E. Robert (Ed.) (2003): Reflective Democracy. Oxford: OUR

2 The debate over the ‘death of ideologies’ reflects conceptualization tendencies meant to jus-
tify the expansion of procedural societies.

30 Usually — the message betrays the author, so that the social effects of public messages are
not directly related to the direct interest of some decision makers (people-institution), but to
the mass effects of the persuasive focus of messages (what should they do and not in relation
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31 David Estlund seems to be in favor of this system of democratic validation of procedures for
allocating decision-making power/ competences in politics.

Photo/Gabor Csanadi

18 CiviL REVUE = SPeciaL 1ssue 2022



THEORETICALLY =

MoraL-DEMOCRATIC CoMPETENCE AS A PiLar of Civic Sociery
IN MEMORIAM PROF. GEORG LIND

Bogdan Popoveniuc

Introduction

m The task of circumscribing what civil society is seems simple, but it is not. This
special issue proposes two options. The first one is rather a general and ideal
one: “civil society encompasses all human and institutional resources that facilitate
social equity and the well-being of a community”. The second is more concrete
and operational: “[c]ivil society is ultimately represented by the social and civic
institutions and organizations that are necessary for a functioning democracy.”
The former is too broad to allow a clear delineation from state power. The latter
remains included in the long time debates among political philosophers on po-
sitioning the civil society within the continuum between the state (power) and
private social institutions: nearly superposition (Hobbes, Locke), partial antago-
nism (Montesquieu and Tocqueville) or completely opposition (Marxists such as
Gramsci). Regardless of their surface characteristics, the core characteristics of civil
institutions are something distinctive of democratic regimes, although they are
embedded in them. The sociological perspective seems inadequate to provide a
satisfactory answer, which can be found at a deeper level.

Culture denotes deep-rooted values and norms underlying social structures as a
whole. It give as our profound identity. Our essential identity is moral in its nature,
because it legitimizes and give sense to our entire intentional, purposeful, authen-
tic and appropriate way of behavior. However, we cannot choose between cultures
or systems of values, and hence between total social structures.
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The democratic institutions can be engrafted on most of the social patterns,
perhaps with the exception of religious fundamentalist ones, but their viability is
ensured by the compatibility and reciprocal influences with in-built social ones.
This thing is possible because, “some pre-existing structures contain within them-
selves a ‘democratic’ way of settling minor issue”. (Gellner 1994: 185-186) The
civic institutions could act as an immunosuppressive mechanism for democratic
grafts acceptance or as an immune rejections response. In fact, it is a conundrum.
The viability and stability of democracy depends on the subtle interplay between
the intrinsic micro values of a society/culture and the macro values of democratic
institutions. Particularly, with their reception, how they are recoded in terms and
meaning of genuine values.

The epistemic specialization divide narrows the researcher’s perspective, which
becomes limited to the particularity of its discipline. This is why political theory has
this terrible conundrum to grasp what a democratic society is. The political science
mantra, “a democratic society is a society with democratic institutions”, becomes
pleonastic and false.

For example, for Robert Dahl (1989) election systems and democratic assem-
blies, and to some extent, civil service and the judiciary system are considered
among defining features of a democracy. Another good example of political scien-
tists is John Rawls (1999), who also completely neglects individual dispositions, val-
ues, competences etc. and focuses on social institutions. A just society is a society
with just institutions. Just institutions are those that embody the two principles of
Justice: the principle of equality and the principle of difference. If the political and
public institutions are structured and function to ensure both, then democracy will
naturally run smoothly. Although, he made a peculiar inversion of reasoning and
put the practice of productive moral and political theorizing before metaphysics
and epistemology of values, his endeavor proved to be circular, in the end. His
assumption on reasonable citizens is flawed because of, at last, two reasons. First,
few people take responsibility for the “burdens of judgment” in the deepest ques-
tions on religion, philosophy, and morality and “accept their consequences for the
use of public reason in directing the legitimate exercise of political power in a con-
stitutional regime” (Rawls 1996: 54). People are opportunistic thinkers in matters
of public reasoning. Eventually, if they do this, they do it mostly because their com-
mitment to other moral values rather than to the rationality itself. Secondly, human
beings’ capacity for genuine toleration and mutual respect is chiefly the results of
evolutionary affective traits and not of our capacity for reasoning alone. The rea-
sonable citizen must accept reasonable religious, moral and philosophical doctrines
or their interpretation. This will entail not a simple pluralism, but a reasonable
pluralism. However, as psychological studies have revealed repeatedly, people are
anything but reasonable in the question of religion and ideology (Haidt 2016).

Hence, this kind of imaginary experiments and philosophical reasoning have
low chances to be useful for at least one practical reason. Human moral psychol-
ogy is anything but reasonable.
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The rational agreement on principles guarantees nothing about actual agree-
ment and real behavior, as the phenomenon of moral dumbfounding proves. This
is why the pragmatic Popperian strategy is much sounder. “How we can organize
our political institutions so that bad or incompetent rulers (whom we should try
to avoid, of course, but whom we might get all the same) can do the minimum
amount of damage?” (Popper 2012: 46)

A paradigm shift is compulsory for better grasping the conditions of possibility
for democracy. Political science has the alternative to learn from the example of
molecular biology, as Patrick Dunleavy argues. As in the case of genetic linkages
between the many minor genetic changes and the variation of a single major trait,
the relation between the small set of major democratic traits and the dozens, or
even hundreds, of different micro-institutions provide viability and stability for a
genuinely democratic polity. The critically important political, i.e. democratic, ‘main
effect’ of social institutions and how they operate turns out to be fundamental-
ly shaped or conditioned by many other ‘small effects’ social institutions. “Mi-
cro-institutions often play complex roles, some switching on or off the effects of
macro-institutions, and others changing radically how macro-institutions operate.
Micro-institutions are small-scale rules and regulations, or minor cultural practices.
They often sit well outside the scope of any formal ‘constitution’, instead lurk-
ing in the detailed supplementary practices or mores that grow up around how
macro-institutions operate. They are also often found in administrative codes that
apparently have little direct connection with the macro-institution they shape”
(Dunleavy, Park—Taylor 2018).

The moral paradoxes of democratic power

The final appeal to moral principles and values for legitimizing democratic re-
gimes, principles, procedures, decision-making mechanisms and implementations
make indirectly salient the moral bases of democratic body. “Paradoxes of de-
mocracy especially problematic because democracy is so widely regarded as the
morally best, perhaps the only morally acceptable, form of human governance. The
prospect of paradox haunts this moral consensus” (Lee 2001). They are many, and
especially because of moral burden of democratic legitimacy.

It is not so much the economic factors that erode democracies, but the wrong-
doings of corrupt, incompetent, illiberal governance and legislatures, which weaken
the laws and democratic principles. In the present large democracies with elective
systems, the representatives stand for a small minority that exert and influence the
power and can pass doubtful and partisan laws. In order to be viable, democracy
should not only be able to mobilize society for achieving the shared democratic
goals, but also to be able to restrain and punish the abuse of power (Diamond 2015).
Democratic power must be accountable, but it is kept accountable, in practice, only
by those who are already in power. This is a practical democratic vicious circle.
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It can be broken, on the verge, only through popular upheaval, though the
democratic uprising against democratic reign (who lost its legitimacy when it be-
trayed its elective mandate).

We also have the Wollheim's moral paradox of the democratic citizen. In dem-
ocratic societies, committed citizens find themselves often in a moral dilemma. It
can be common to believe that X is morally right and | vote for this. Nevertheless,
the majority decided that Y is morally legitimate. Although | believe that X is mor-
ally right, | have to believe, that Y, incompatible with X, is morally right, because
| am committed democrat and | believe that the decision of majority is morally
legitimate (Wollheim 1962). Unfortunately, like in Rawls’ case, in political science,
the vast majority of theoretical debates that are trying to solve it gravitates around
the moral significance of the paradox and its basic elements and not on the empir-
ical evidence (See, for example, Weiss 1973). However, as this example illustrates,
once again, the legitimacy of democracy, similarly to just political systems, requires
moral entitlement. “Moral precepts are concern primarily with the relations be-
tween individuals, though sometimes applied to relations between the individual
and community. In democracies, most law has been formulated in the interests
of the society as a whole (or of the most influential individuals within it)" (Hinde
2007: 65). In the modern State rule of law, the Justice is done between the power
State and individual, and not between individuals. This is an advantage, securing
the modern societies from the talion-like retaliations endless justice, but also can
proves to be a shortcoming, when the individual victims’ sense of rightfulness is
not satisfied by the public retribution of Justice. Juridical systems punishes the
wrongdoers for breaching their obligations to the State and after they pay the
‘debts’, they are absolved by any consequences, while the victim can feel that as
being morally unfair. In many cases, the State’s macro morality is at odd with micro
morals of individuals and communities.

Personal and group values filters how the public values, collective values are felt
and understood. The political scientists’ imaginative exercises, in the long tradition
of theoretical political philosophy, are impractical as long as they are rational con-
structs unrelated to empirical evidence. The reason is not the driving force of human
conduct and the transformation of society, but needs and values. Of course, they
can and should be rationally instilled, but they are not always, even quite hardly so.

Speaking about values, they are considered, as we will see, as belonging to
many different social spheres. Nevertheless, at the same time, any human values
comport a moral connotation or, at least, justification in the background, no mat-
ter what social domain they are particular to. They rest upon an entire complex of
significations that justifies the action(s) from a moral standpoint no matter what
kind of conduct it is: religious, economic, political, private or publics. The values’
powerful driving force stems from their fundamental characteristics. They are be-
liefs linked inextricably to affect; they refer to desirable goals that motivate action;
transcend specific actions and situations; serve as standards or criteria and guide
the selection or evaluation of actions, policies, people, and events; being ordered
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by importance relative to one another (Schwartz 2012). People do not act because
of the rational goal as such, but because attaining that goal responds to a moti-
vation. Moreover, the link between motivation and reason is interceded by values.
The actions are guided by relative importance of multiple values at the same time.
In "actualized democracy’, even in the most consolidated ones, we are witness-
ing, from time to time, such axiological clashes between democratic advance and
resistance of traditional values. These clashes are not so much and always between
opposing values, as they are between opposing meanings, conceptualizations, and
representations, assigned to these values. For this reason, we see difference on
the moral public sensibility between countries, populations, social classes, ages,
gender and so forth. The differences are not only about self-interests, as it is about
self-understanding.. Traditional family referendum, green certificate or vaccination
resistance are illustrative for the middle-way actualized Romanian democracy.

Moral significance of democratic values

People develop their moral profile (values and competence) in a dynamic pro-
cess between what people should do and how they do in reality. “The moralities
that are part of each culture are affected by two-way interactions over time be-
tween what people do and what they are supposed to do” (Hinde 2007: 12). When
there is a big difference between public discourse and real conduct, as it was in
the communist regimes, the moral development is impelled along with the dem-
ocratic competence.

The psychological radiographies made, a quarter of century after the fall of
communist regimes, with standard instruments (mostly developed in countries
with democratic traditions) reveal few differences. For Romania was found only
two pronounced differences: a low level of trust in people and the tendency to
exaggerate both the positive and the negative things (David 2015). The first feature
is definitely very harmful to democratic success because it reduces coordination
and cooperation for the benefit of joint actions. However, these mostly quanti-
tative and standardized social instruments are unlikely to be suitable to grasp the
subtle dialectic between the micro-level morality and macro-level salient morality.

The particularity of political science theories is their contracted sight limited at
collective level, which makes most of them more or less versions of communitari-
anism as a form of social constructivism. It favors the relations between individuals
and the community in the detriment of the connections between the individuals.
Its fundamental latent assumption is that the personality and social identity of
individuals is mostly molded by community relationships, as a top-down process,
although the collective structure results from the down-top ensemble of individ-
ual relations. This aspect is obvious, for example, in the case of values. A political
theory approach considers the community and its institutions to be the primary
subjects of values and not the individual members of those.
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The result is that what political theory understands by sharing values at the
community level outlines a deceptive image of a general commitment of the in-
dividuals to those values. However, people can consent to values forming the
political order out of various reasons (fear of consequences, conformity, disinter-
est, personal advantages, narrow self-interest, a missing sense of alternatives), or
even by strategic judgment about how to promote other desired values using the
recognized ones. More than this, people can carry, i.e. appreciate the events and
assess the social reality, from a social sphere through the prism of the values prop-
er to other social spheres, more meaningful and important in their lives (political
power as a means of gaining money, religion or leisure time as social recognition).
There are dozens of such social spheres: membership, security and welfare, money
and commodities, working life (job/office and hard work), leisure time, education,
kinship and love, divine grace (religion), social recognition (public respect, honor),
political (power) (Walzer 1983).

Max Weber speaks about spheres of life (value-spheres or life-orders): the eco-
nomic, political, esthetic, erotic, and intellectual sphere (Swedberg 2005). Once
again, the concept of social or life sphere is hard to be understood purely socio-
logically. Their sociological essence is ambiguous as long as they are not equated
with institutions, but are conceived, as Weber does, rather as consistent systems of
prescriptions for conduct with “inner logic (Eigengesetzlichkeit) and limited auton-
omous working”. The values from different spheres are typically in conflict with
others and especially with those from the religious sphere. The idiosyncratic and
contrasting relations of the religious sphere with the values from all other spheres
(economic, political, esthetic, erotic, and intellectual) in the pandemic times speaks
from itself.

They are of special interests in this analysis because some empirical re-
search-based theories of the psychological underpinnings of democracy make a
strong case by the possibility of attitude transfer from a social sphere to others.
Max Weber’s (1930) case from The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
is more than illustrative. Further studies confirmed this axiological inter-domains
transference. Individuals who make decisions on other spheres (the professional
one, for example) are more willing to make, rather than follow, decisions in the
public sphere. For example, the service-sector occupations require a more devel-
oped cognitive mobilization, i.e. increase in the skills and the motivation needed to
engage in decision-making in comparison with industrial work. As consequence,
economic development makes people to become “accustomed to thinking for
themselves in their everyday jobs”. This cognitive mobilization is conveyed to polit-
ical sphere where it “makes mass publics more likely to want democracy and more
skillful at getting it” (Inglehart 2020: 168, 330).

This complex entanglement between various social spheres with their particu-
lar values and prescriptions is very insightful for understanding the difficult po-
sition of democratic sustainability mostly based on the main principle of political
fairness.
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There is an unspoken presupposition that lays beneath the analyses that a
democratic society is a just society, or vice versa, a just society must be a demo-
cratic society. Both are false or at least, not necessarily true. A just society must
be a limited democracy as long as order and retribution have to be reinforced
systematically and continuously, while the survey, control mechanisms and social
power systems should be independent from the will of provisional majorities.
There will be a permanent tension between citizen freedom and State control.
In addition, justice, as social value, cannot monopoles the axiological diversity of
human society without conflicts. We find the same approach in the Kohlbergian
theory of moral development, where the justice is seen as the master moral value.
In the political science discourse, too, macro morality is based upon the fundamen-
tal concept of Justice, the principle upon which scholars “democratically” agreed.
However, Justice is only one of the multifaceted forms of Righteousness. (This is
why Nicholas Rescher can argue for a “pluralistic and heterogeneous” account of
Justice, not because the Justice varied, but because Justice Value depends on the
key values of different social spheres (Rescher 1966)). Justice, in order to be “just”,
should do justice to other socially cherished values too. The meaning of what is
Just must accommodate and be instilled by the meaning of and how is felt right-
eousness in the other social spheres. Nevertheless, this homogenous perspective
cannot fit with real values pluralism and especially with multiple ways of significa-
tions assigned by various people and groups.

Democracy versus civil society

From sociological ontology, in any society, there are not only state institutions,
but also secondary associations (Durkheim 1902) or “voluntary associations” (Toc-
queville). Similarly, “neo-Tocquevillian” theory of civil society conflates all civil as-
sociations as “voluntary groups” (see Putnam 2000). But there are many other
non-political fields as education, healthcare, religion (churches), unions, all sort and
diverse types of NGO’ promoting various types and versions of values shared by
different groups. These structures are complementing politics. They can support
or conflict with State’s institutions through their different obligations and values.
"The stability of democratic rule is anchored among other things in its integration
in the large set of social institutions indirectly related to political institutions in a
narrow sense. [...] They are linked to, give input to and shape democratic process-
es, and are in turn shaped by them.” The average size of groups and the number
of groups are among the meaningful quantitative indicators, at the social level, for
the measurement of civil society (Fukuyama 1997: 13).

The values system of these plenty, small or big, social structures can be conflict-
ing to democratic values, as often is the case of religious communities, conserv-
ative associations, nationalist and traditionalist movements and so on. They can
present an external compatible democratic form, as voluntary association that ac-
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commodates them in the tissue of democratic structure, but the driven value-sys-
tems are not favorable to the stability and promotion of democratic values. They
also exert a powerful influence on character formation. While they are completely
democratically endorsed, they can erode democracy if they cannot be suitably
grafted on the democratic body.

As we have shown, political theorists end up by working with an abstract
conception (set of rules, principles, and precepts) on democracy as ‘a general
ideal’. As ideal, it is unachievable in any society and hence irrelevant for the vast
majority of people. The practically unimpressive, but various and abundant small
factors, which sustain the smooth functioning of the democratic regime and give it
strength, pass unnoticed. Because analysis focuses on the political domain, which
became almost identical with the widespread State’s structures, the non-political
social institutions vanishes in the background. The civil society is still considered
one of the most important factor, but only under its political aspect as political
movements and activism. Its psychosocial characteristics with nonpolitical salient
manifestation are neglected.

A democratic political system alone is unable to provide personal and political
freedom unless the institutions of civil society are also active (Scruton 2013). /f the-
re is no civil society, there is no democracy as Gellner put it. Nevertheless, civil soci-
ety is a problem of moral decision, because it is not imposed, except for the small
groups for which professional conduct (journalists or civic education teachers) or
when organizational memberships requires. In all other cases, civic participation
is based solely on unconstrained moral decision. People are not born democratic
because democracy is not inherent in human nature, “neither the choice nor the
equality implied by the notion of ‘democracy’ is inherent in the human soul or
social condition” (Gellner 1994: 187). People grow up in societies endowed with
different cultural values in different spheres, some of them challenging the dem-
ocratic master values of equality and choice. But some general historical force of
human society evolution, as technological and scientific development, economical
division of labor are conducive of democratic values and impels toward their dis-
semination in all other social spheres. Consequently, the other genuine values from
these spheres are changing and adapting accordingly, in order to keep individuals
unaffected by strong cognitive dissonance.

Beyond the surface of the institutionalized political system of free elections and
public accountability rests a very deep and complex group dynamics and individual
characteristics of the democratic citizen. The fixed formal structure of macro-dem-
ocratic system lays upon mobile complex microstructures of individual and group
mentalities, habits and ways of relating to others. Like any other form of power
relations, within democracies there is a microphysics of individuals’ conduct by
means of moral values, principles and percepts, social conventions and so forth.
The (social) body is driven by mental(ity).

“What the apparatuses and institutions operate is, in a sense, a micro-phys-
ics of power, whose field of validity is situated in a sense between these great
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functionings and the bodies themselves with their materiality and their forces”
(Foucault 1979: 26).

People differ in how they conceive moral values and principles, and as a con-
sequence, the democratic ones (fairness being one of the core values from dem-
ocratic regime) (Galinsky—Rucker—Magee 2016). The apparent consensus of dem-
ocratic values as equality, equity, and universal fundamental rights floats on very
heterogeneous and whirling conflicts among differently conceived and perceived
moral values and socio-cultural institutions.

The dialectic of macro—micro democracy

Democracy is a psychosocial complex meta-institution with two interconnect-
ed layers: unit-level — the individuals” dispositions, competencies, intercourses, and
the collective-level — the social institutions (political, juridical, educational and so
on). Macro institutions, e.g. free elections, control by legislatures, independence
of Justice are the primary object of study for political research. Nevertheless, the
micro-institutions, the small-scale rules, particular legal procedures and regulations
or minor cultural practices are usually neglected. There are other and deeper insti-
tutions that make democracy possible.

These are the legally settled micro institutions, such as the small particular as-
pects of election procedures, and socially constructed ones molded by the specific
cultural values of that population. Moreover, if these micro-institutions fail, the
entire raison d'étre of the system is compromised. This became obvious in the
completely unexpected success of Trump election. The US Electoral College was
designed as an elite intellectual filter that will grant access to the Presidency only
for the ‘'moderate candidates’. The subsequent development of strong parties
and the Supreme Court judiciary political decision reduced the College to a mere
constitutional ritual and made as the risk of a populist candidate to elude easily
almost all checks and balances from the US constitution. Not to mention the con-
jecture that permits to the president to nominate the majority in Supreme Court,
controlling the direction of federal politics for decades. The notion of separation
of powers and independence of the constitutional courts or equivalent bodies is a
general problem for all democratic states. For all democratic systems, the political
role of the considered non-political institutions of the Constitutional Courts, with
politically appointed members, can dictate the orientation for the main laws with
major democratic implications on human rights (as abortion, limit of freedom of
the press or speech, elected officials privileges and so forth) regardless of public
opinion. In the Romanian case, for example, The Court admitted as constitutional
the law that grants mayors’ the prerogative to mediate the allowing social security
payments, although on a deeper analysis this represents a potentially extremely
effective tool (electoral bribe) for manipulating a significant part of the electorate.
The majority of Court members was favorable (appointed) by the party with the
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most mayors. In the absence of such functional micro-institutions, the political oli-
garchy (at central and local levels) of big parties is exerting the power almost un-
controllably. This is true for the US as it is true for Romania, though, at the general
level, the big picture differs. As social theorist David Beetham put it, there is always
“an inertial tendency inherent in social and political systems towards oligarchy and
inequality, unless it is being actively resisted” (Beetham 1999: 568-569).

However, not only the juridical regulated political micro institutions are vital
for democratic sustainability and effectiveness. When we speak about the two
layers of a democratic society, we usually think about a democratic society if it
has democratic-like institutions like free elections, equality of citizens before the
law, respect for fundamental rights etc. In a real or actualized democratic system
this macro democratic institutions are mirrored at the micro level and democratic
values are present in and instill the vast majority of people mentality (convictions,
belief, attitudes, motivations) and social relationships patterns (daily interactions,
relations with authorities, with minorities, handling conflicts and disputes, how
leaders are promoted etc.). If the macro institutional change can take place rapidly,
as in the case of popular revolutions, following a legislative act, the latter implies
only a very slow and oscillating process of revaluation and adaptations of social
and moral values at the level of individuals. In other words, the social democracy
is easier to achieve than psychosocial democracy. “The achievement of actualized
democracy requires greater political plasticity, involving psychological changes in
cognitive and behavioral styles. The psychological citizen can become capable of
constructively participating in, and supporting, a democracy through acquiring a
variety of cognitive and behavioral skills and practices” (Moghaddam 2018: 20).

These are equal with change of the core values that drive the citizens’ super-ego.
In the case of former totalitarian countries, which became democracies, the demo-
cratic class that tries to achieve the democratic model of personality, the progression
is similar with the civilizing process (Elias 2000). Although still reluctant at many of
the driving democratic values, with which they are not accustomed to, they bor-
row uncritical the ideas, ideals and ways of conduct from the democratic models.
Democratization, as the civilizing process, proceeds at both the individual and the
social levels. The non-democratic values or their non-democratic consequences
of their employment are gradually banished from consciousness and conduct by
the constant social pressure (institutional and collective). But unlike the civilizing
process, where the objective economic factors make social success dependent on
acquiring the civilized codes and conduct, in the democratization process they are
missing or, at least, are less constrictive. The process does not presuppose the re-
pressing of primary urges by civilized automatic conduct, but by replacing or mold-
ing values that are mostly incompatible with democratic axiology. Therefore, the
process of internalization of democratic values into automatic mental and behav-
ioral self- constraints is not so straightforward. On the contrary, the older repressed
values can continuously oppose assimilations of the democratic ones. Hence, the
ambivalence of both tendencies between assimilation and repulsion, assimilation
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and distinction is more pronounced (Elias 2000: 430). Therefore, in the democrati-
zation process, these two phases and correspondingly tendency can pass almost
indistinguishable. This was visible in the first years after the Romanian revolution
in the older generations’ preferred rebuke ‘misunderstood democracy’ to refer to
the young people’s unrestrained behavior. This is ironic considering that they could
not have a single clue about what a democratic behavior really was except for their
imaginary collage between totalitarian realities they lived by stripped of some of
their oppressive components.

The civilized conduct is the rational conduct of an individual in a society with
‘highly differentiation of functions’. Democratic mentality is the rational mentality
of an individual within a society that, in addition, has a ‘highly values pluralism and
equality of rights’. However, each of the social spheres are heavily value-laden and,
sometimes, these values are hardly compatible.

The intrinsic dialectic of micro—macro level of sustainable actualized democracy
brings us to the necessity of finding another concept for understanding the core
processual element that makes it viable. Democracy is a matter of individuals’
equality, in fact equity, in a treatment free from the formal or informal group mem-
bership. This is equivalent with a ‘fair’ treatment regardless of individual or group
social capital. At the same time, the social capital is essential for social success and
access to resources in a society. Hereafter, social capital can prove a very suitable
conceptual candidate for illuminating the robustness of a democratic society.

The structure of social capital as measure for civil society

Although a very promising and semantically rich concept, social capital is only
in appearance easily to grasp. According to Adler and Kwon (2002), scientific litera-
ture defines social capital either external, as relations maintaining between actors,
or internal, as a structure of relations among actors within a collectivity, or both.
At personal level, social capital is the social reachable networking of a particular in-
dividual. Pierre Bourdieu considers it as an individual’s attribute linked to its mem-
bership (social position) in a group. “Social capital is the aggregate of the actual or
potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more
or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition — or
in other words, to membership in a group — which provides each of its member
with the backing of the collectivity-owned capital, a ‘credential’ which entitles then
to credit, in the various senses of the word” (Bourdieu 2008: 286).

At sociological level, “social capital is rooted in social networks and social re-
lations and is conceived as resources embedded in a social structure that are
accessed and/or mobilized in purposive actions” (Lin 2001: 41). Robert Putnam
promotes the idea of its collective nature, conceiving it as the amount of partic-
ipatory potential, civic orientation and trust in others available to cities, states, or
nations. However, social capital can be either a ‘private good’, a ‘public good’ or
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both. Its substance is sociological and represents “the connections among individ-
uals — social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise
from them”.

Consequently, in this view, the relevance of individual’s virtue is lost. Social
capital is a ‘civic’, completely unrelated with the individual ‘attributes. “A society
of many virtuous but isolated individuals is not necessarily rich in social capital”
(Putnam 2000: 19). However, the social capital has a more complex nature and
conflates several slightly different aspects.

Portes and Sensenbrenner (1993) identified four different types of social capi-
tal, each of them corresponding to a classical tradition. The first type is the social
capital based on value introjection as a result of “socialization into consensually es-
tablished beliefs” (Parsons and Durkheim). It promotes behaviors based on pro-so-
cial morals and values rather than on self-interest. The second type is based on
“the norms of reciprocity in face-to-face interactions” (Simmel). This type of social
capital emerges from grounded culture that creates the agents’ moral boundaries
of meaning(s) of norms, values, and beliefs. The third type of social capital reflects
bounded solidarity that leads to principled group action based on “situational
reactive sentiments” (Marx and Engels). The last one expresses the enforceable
trust legal/rational mechanisms, used by formal institutions, and substantive/social
means, used by particular groups, to achieve compliance with group norms and
expectations (Weber). It results from the ‘particularistic rewards and sanctions
linked to group membership’. Portes and Sensenbrenner (1993) confines their
analysis of social capital mostly to the economic sphere, but it is not the case with
the original meaning of evoked sociological traditions. Their slightly changed defi-
nition becomes comprehensive enough to encompass all types of social spheres:
social capital are those expectations for action within a collectivity that affect the
specific goals and goal-seeking behavior of its members, even if these expecta-
tions are not oriented toward that specific sphere. Norman Uphoff and Wijayaratna
(2000) make more salient the individual-collective dialectic active within social
capital in their distinction between structural and cognitive social capital. The soci-
ological structural capital is in dialectical relationship with cognitive capital. In fact,
both are ultimately cognitive because they emerge from mental state rather than
from the material realm.

Why social capital can be the missing link between individual and social dem-
ocratic structure? Because both, social capital and democracy, presuppose inter-
personal trust. Actualized robust democracies require ‘citizens to tolerate others
efforts to participate in politics, even if they promote unpopular views’ and ‘who
will participate in politics’. Both conditions relates to a generalized interpersonal
trust, which send to complex interrelations between social capital networks from
different spheres, ability to support moral norms of reciprocity in enhancing po-
litical participation and democracy, and will to voluntary participation in common
activities and associations. “Roles, rules, procedures, and precedents as well as so-
cial networks that establish on-going patterns of social interaction” are the result
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of “norms, values, attitudes and beliefs that predispose people to cooperate” (Up-
hoff-Wijayaratna 2000).

Civil society assumes social capital because the latter carries the norms and val-
ues that makes possible cooperative behavior on the part of groups. “Social capital
is [...] the sine qua non of stable liberal democracy” (Fukuyama 1997: 7).

The participation and interactions in various groups and association facilitates
motivation to be civically active (Putnam 2000). The social capital is essential be-
cause it also provides the educational resources environment that nurture the
democratic/undemocratic oriented cognitive and social development of children
(Loury 1977).

So, underneath the salient democratic macro configuration, there is a huge and
complex network of both political and non-political micro institutions, with their
rules, norms, rituals based on shared plural sets of moral values that form its inner
load-bearing structures. Democracy depends on the degree of equity in the distri-
bution of heterogeneous social capital. It not presumes a homogeneity of sharing
social capital in all and every social spheres, as utopian progressists foolishly pro-
motes, but a balanced total weighted distribution. A democratic society can exist
if the vast majority of people perceives the social arrangement as fair. However,
they have this feeling only if the social opportunities are roughly equal (although
heterogeneously, i.e. the gains in social capitals in some spheres compensate the
lack in others due to their exchangeability and felt importance). The paradox is that
despite the wishful perspectives (e.g. Green 1988), even the social capital is the
one that makes “absolute equality of opportunity, where an individual’s change
to succeed depends only on his or her innate capabilities an ideal that cannot be
achieved” (Loury 1977: 176). At the same time, the democratic macro principles of
equality and justice can be perceived as attained in a society if individuals feel that
the social capital is distributed evenly, although heterogeneously, within the soci-
ety. That doesn’t mean that all have similar proportions in any special sphere. It is
a matter of equity in social capital distribution, and not of equality. And here lays
the political correctness and radical progressists’ fundamental error. The amount
of social capital varies for each individual in various social spheres, but overall they
must be at peace with its distribution as being fair. The overall evenly distribution
of social capital at the macro level is perceived due to its the symbolic, and/or
material, convertibility between social spheres and how much it contributes and
provides personal gains and social recognition that can be converted in achieving
the goals. People values dissimilar the diverse social spheres, but the unevenly
distribution is not felt as unfair if personal social capital in the social sphere(s) that
individual perceives it as greatly meaningful is high.

Therefore, the ideal republic of democracy, based on stark principles of equal-
ity, freedom and justice, is even theoretically impossible. Rising adversarial forces
hunt the very process of democratic advancement. The objective nature of social
capital makes full equality/equity untouchable. Is there nothing that can be done?
Is democracy doomed to fail sooner or later? Was Plato right despising “these and
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qualities akin to these democracy would exhibit, and it would, it seems, be a de-
lightful form of government, anarchic and motley, assigning a kind of equality in-
discriminately to equals and unequals alike?” (Plato 8: 558c) Yes and no. My thesis
is consonant with the famous quote “as the worst form of government except all
those other forms that have been tried from time to time"”. Democracy is a process
with certain characteristic that makes it adaptable to human various and changing
needs and values.

As a process, it is resilient for adaptation to the diverse and changing values and
beliefs and goals of different groups, more than any other type of political regime.

Fostering moral-democratic competence

Many studies on the relation between power and corruption and moral hypoc-
risy prove the truth of the old story of Gyges’ Ring (Plato 2:358d-2:360e). People
in power tend to cheat more and oversight their own moral transgressions (Lam-
mers, Stapel-Galinsky 2010; Rustichini-Villeval 2014), become insensitive to the
needs and rights of others (Galinsky, Rucker—Magee 2016) and perceive the world
in a more self-serving manner (Rus 2009, 2010, Overbeck—Droutman 2013).

In this matter, political science is once more useless as long as it does not
incorporate the insightful empirical knowledge on human psychology. The prin-
ciples identified to be at the basis of democratic governance are necessary, but
not sufficient, as illiberal democracy proves. For example, the rule of law and legal
equality are empty words if the laws are crooked, it is not ‘fairly applied’ in practice
or the independence of Justice is not a fact (O'Donnell 2004). Political freedom is
useless in the absence of concrete opportunities of manifestation. If the political
unregimented citizens are deprived by practical means of promoting democratic
alternatives or to exert concentrated influence (in elections or social movements)
on big parties. The respect of human rights should be a morally accepted principle
in that society and not just flatus vocis (Russia is a good example). Free election
must be supported with a real political pluralism and equality (Muslim Brotherhood
in Egypt, Taliban parties fraction in Afghanistan are example of what can happen
if democratically elected parties, that represent ideology with undemocratic values,
can ruin any democratic system once in power).

Theories of moral judgments use sets of generally human values, of evolution-
ary origin, to substantiate the criteria for making moral decisions (Haidt 2016).
“Values are general beliefs about desirable goals, varying in importance, that serve
as guiding principles in the life of a person or group.” They are ,characteristic ad-
aptations shaped by the interplay of basic personality traits and the opportunities
and constraints of the social and natural world” (Schwartz 2017: 124). A democrat-
ic society without individual democratic values cannot endure.

As the democratic structure, morality manifests on two layers: macro- and
micro-, but even one of the important research approaches of moral psychology,
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the Neo-kohlbergianism, tends to keep them apart. “Macromorality concerns the
formal structure of society as defined by institutions, rules, and roles” and how
individual behavior is affected by structure of society and public policy, and affects
them on his turn. They are mostly sociological salient in election, polls and referen-
dums, public-service, public positions, protests and so on. “Micromorality concerns
the particular face-to-face relations that people have in everyday life” (Rest—Nar-
vaez—Bebeau-Thoma 1999).

In political science, only the macro-morality is considered worthy for scientific
research. However, doing so, the most important link between micro and macro
morality, between micro and macro democracy is lost.

The key question is how public democratic principles of impartiality and ration-
al (utilitarian or deontologist) moral conduct at collective public level can be built
on a micro-level morality based on a diverse and different values as non-impartial
principles of loyalty, respect for authority, taboo-like spirituality favoring of close
ones and personal virtue?

The interconnections between collective values and personal values, collective
and individual morality and democracy are the key to understand the sustainability
and solidity of democracies. The development of human societies was determined
by their success in answering three fundamental problems: the relationship be-
tween the needs of the individual and those of the group; the control of relation-
ships between people, so that the social structure is preserved; and the relation-
ship with other groups/societies and nature. The way in which these situations are
resolved defines that society. At the same time, the values at individual level are the
specific responses “to the universal human requirements reflected in needs (or-
ganism), social motives (interaction), and social institutional demands” (Schwartz—
Bilsky 1987: 551). The complex dialectic between personal and collective needs and
values forms the intricate tissue of social establishment. From evolutionary times,
the moral stability of societies depends on how they managed to get the equilib-
rium between the needs of society and the needs of individuals. This is reflected
in the balance between selfish assertiveness — "the propensity to do the best for
oneself”, and prosociality — “the propensity to please others, to be cooperative,
kind loving, and so on” (Hinde 2007: 9). The macro social values of democracy
seems to be one of the most resilient and adequate pattern of keeping this equi-
librium. Moreover, it is far from stable, especially when the patterns of personal
values and micro level are too different.

Democracy is impossible without democratic citizens and democratic culture.
In addition, democratic citizens are continuously in the making from generation
to generation and from one stage to another of their lives. The democratic think-
ing should and can be fostered. Nevertheless, personal and group values cannot
be changed at will. On the contrary, people display a very uncritical motivated
reasoning for promoting their unscrutinized values that drive their conduct and
which were instilled in socialization process by habits, education, conformity and
ignorance.
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At this point, the strength of democracy proves to be its weakness, too. Its
principled permissiveness and value pluralism tolerance makes her vulnerable in
front of discourses promoting intolerant values from other less flexible social
spheres. During the pandemic times, in Romania, one of the main strategies of
anti-vaccination and against preventive measures discourse, heavily promoted by
the Church, was the religious freedom.. Until recently, the public discourse of the
Romanian Orthodox Church (ROC) was neutral-to-discouraging towards vaccina-
tion, while local priests mostly presented vaccination as a loss in religious faith.

The effects of green certificate preventive anti-epidemiological measure) were
practically canceled in a predominantly rural Romania, where resistance to vacci-
nation was already high, especially among religious people, because of exemption
for going to churches (the regulation’s text did not restrain it, at least, attending
religious services!)

The ‘products or services’ of Churches are vital, such as those of ‘grocery stores,
pharmacies, hospitals’ (nothing about educational services, of course) constituted
the official position of ROC and Romanian political rulers. ROC only in the end
and half-hearted spoked against “trivialization of the severity of the disease and
the consequences of the pandemic”. Hence, even in the last minute it concedes
to vaccination, but not to green certificate. The situation is an illustration of way-
ward non-ethical (and in this case unethical, theological in this case) discourse
can shifts the emphasis from the intrinsic “moral” religious values to democrat-
ic political rights. It is an unethical critical reasoning, because a genuine Chris-
tian ethical reasoning about the decision to vaccinate and respect the preventive
measure should be built upon the Christian values of conduct and not on polit-
ical ones. Christian ethics is not about myself, it is about the other. “If there’s a
small chance that my vaccination (regardless of its effects on me) will protect
you — my parent or brother (in the broadest sense) — then it's good and rec-
ommended. For | do not think of myself when | do it; as a believer, | must be
ready each and every day to appear before the Lord when he calls me. | think
of you; | miss talking face to face to you, and | cannot live with the thought
that — playing with my idea of freedom — | am putting you in danger. (...). |
am not vaccinating to be ‘safe’ myself (because — as a believer — | know there
is nothing safe in this world), but for fear that | can harm you without my will.
In fact, this is the beginning of ethics: to refuse to do harm when you can do it.”

This touching example of genuine Christian ethical reasoning illustrate what is
required for democratic citizens and a viable and enduring democracy. Democracy
requires ability for ethical reasoning. Ethical reasoning which is, in fact, the mor-
al-democratic competence. The revaluation and democratic integration of values
from various spheres in such a way that they do not contradict the democratic
values and principles, can be made only gradually and rationally by self-reflection.

In order to properly function the democratic mechanism at macro-level (po-
litical accountability of the rulers, rule of law, freedom of speech and peaceful
protest, independence of Justice, universal suffrage, meritocracy and so forth) have
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to be sustained by the micro-level democratic-like base structure of the milliard
everyday interrelationships between people, i.e. democratic citizens.

The sociological structure is based and, in its turn, influences the psychological
structure. The universality of values does not guarantee that they are perceived
and interpreted in comparable way, except that the bearers employs critical moral
competence. The psychological characteristic of democratic citizens circumscribes
the necessary conditions for ethical reasoning: the state of constructive self-doubt
that | could be wrong in my convictions and ability to revise my opinions in light of
evidence, ability to critical question all of my beliefs, including the sacred in my so-
clety, seeking information and opinions from different sources, to understand those
who are different from us and learning from them, openness to new experiences,
actively seeking experiences of higher value and creating new experiences for oth-
ers, and having a principled right and wrong perspective according to principles
underlying democratic governance as basic freedoms, right, equity, and just treat-
ment (Moghaddam 2018; see also Moghaddam 2016).

Conclusions

The most important dimension for democratic sustainability is not the formal
institutions that, as history proves, are only necessary but not sufficient. They can
be shaped without substance, as in the case of illiberal democracies. Political mar-
keting is successful in a society with uncritical citizens who are easily manipulated
and self-serving critical citizens who accept being manipulated when it is to their
personal advantage. The underling democratic mentality is the antidote for the
slippages of democratic power. The development of media and information liter-
acy, critical thinking and moral-democratic competence (ethical reasoning) are the
prerequisite tools for accommodating the democratic required abilities with any
particular pattern of values, as long as, the incompatibility is not between values
as such, but as how people understand these values. All of these constitute the
rigorous psychological concept of moral-democratic competence (Lind 2016).

This intrinsic relation between a democratic society and the ethical conduct
of its citizens reveals not only the permanent danger of democratic degradation,
but also the threats arising from its advancement. The more democratic a society
becomes, the newer (i.e. nonexistent or barely existing in undemocratic regimes)
intrinsic pressures come into the fore. The more democratic a society becomes,
the higher, in some respects, is the likelihood of undemocratic behavior. We can
call it the tragedy of democracy, paraphrasing the phenomenon identified by Muel
Kaptein (2021) in the case of ethical organizations. The more democratic a society
is becoming, the flexibility, pluralism, tolerance and inclusive nature of democratic
system, as well as the higher level of general trustworthiness, becomes both the
cause and effect of democratic advance and regress. We can use the Kaptein's
insightful framework for advancement of ethical organizations processes, for
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understanding what is happing with the deepening of democratization of a so-
ciety. Democratic ethics is at the base of democratic sustainability and the more
democratic a society becomes the more four counter-democratic forces come into
act and threaten it stronger. One is the upward democratization force. The advance
of democracy entails the raising of democratic awareness. Further undemocratic
imperfections are scrutinized, making (apparently?) undemocratic behavior more
likely and democratic standards are set until they cannot be met. This seems to
be the cases of ‘cancel culture’ and ‘'woke’ movement. The second is the down-
ward democratization force. State control and supervision decrease along with the
raising level of democracy, until the democratic rights become visibly abused and
undemocratic behaviors become more attractive.

The third is the backward democratization force. The consolidated democracies
decrease the investment in democratic education until it is no enough. At the same
time, the more attention is on newly still unaddressed undemocratic issues, mak-
ing undemocratic behavior regarding the previous issues more likely. The fourth
is the forward democratization force. The more democratic a society becomes,
more it is prone to manage democratic processes in similar way until it ends up
outdated for the new democratic challenges. In addition, more eager it becomes to
keep its democratic prestige, but more cases will be identified as being unrightfully
resolved, many other will be disapproved, and also many hidden too, until they
cannot be hidden anymore.

Democracy is a process and not a state. Democracy must be constantly rein-
forced by the inner moral subtle mechanisms of daily morality. Another sensible
issue of democracy is its openness and inclusive feature. Democratic states are
open to pluralism of values and tolerance with opposing view. Its fundamental
principle is the negative prescription, based on the primal ‘Thou shalt not harm
other rights’. Similarly, in human ethics (moral), there are no moral rights (except,
maybe, in the business usage of the term), but only moral duties. However, the na-
ture of moral conduct is more comprehensive, including positive prescriptions as
being ‘caring’, ‘loving’, and 'helping’ among other. It is based on what you should
do, not what you are entitled to have. Democratic ethics is stuck around the rights.
The unbalance between the democratic rights and democratic duties threatens
the very moral base of democracy. Democratic rights overweigh completely dem-
ocratic duties. The Law protects only the democratic rights, to the extent that they
are transposed in juridical terms, and barely and indirectly have prescriptions for
democratic and lawful duties. (And it is doubtful if this would be desired). Demo-
cratic duties are only encouraged and fall in the moral/civic domain and parental
and community socializations.

In order to promote a sustainable and viable democracy an inversion of political
ethical reasoning between duties and rights, at least in the educational discourse,
is compulsory. The accent should move from promoting the lawful, social, and
ethical rights, that are granted by a governing body, to the personal, communal,
and moral duties, that should also undertaken be the governing body. Responsi-
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bilities and obligations should promoted prior to democratic rights and privileges.
Democracy is not as much negative — as the respect of other fundamental right
than it is positive — of fulfilling one’s democratic duties. The negative norm of
respecting the rights and liberties of the others is self-dissolving in the absence
of a mutual base for consensus (e.g. the fictitious Rawls reasonable citizen). The
focus should be on fostering democratic values. However, the pluralism of human
values is a very difficult task to deal with. They are the driving force for action, but
they are also inconsistent. The same values are differently understood and people
re-signify them according to “self-defining life narratives, complexly and differen-
tially situated in culture and social context” (McAdams—Pals 2006).

As we have shown, democracy is a moral ideal and has a processual nature. It
is deeply rooted in the fabric of human culture, but not in its nature.

Although it is universally kept as a desirable ideal, few people know how it can
be achieved. The moral-democratic competence must be learned. Not any type
of education helps preserve democracy. The mere transferring of knowledge and
skills, essentially for social progress, is not enough for promoting a democratic
way of life. Without democratic competent citizens, the technological advanced
and economically powerful residents are increasingly potentially self-destructive.

At individual level, the democratic living implies dilemma and conflicts of per-
sonal and interpersonal interests, preferences and opinions. At social, public, or
even international level, democracy faces intercultural differences, interests and dis-
agreements. Peaceful resolutions require ability to deliberate in a principled moral
way. This requires valid knowledge and ability for critical thinking, scientific literacy,
especially ethics, psychology, and anthropology. People have to know about their
reasoning vulnerability, which is full of cognitive biases. Another ability is media
literacy. People must become aware of the power media exerts on their life and be
able to critically evaluate and use it. Directly related to them is information literacy.
People must have the ability to find, sort, organize, effectively use, critically and
ethically apply the information and communicate truthful and veridical information
within the overwhelming contradictious informational environment. Only in this
way, the democratic resident can live properly and supportive in a democratic re-
gime. Because ones is able to question its own believes, open for new experience
and capable to tolerate difference which are the constant challenges of living in a
democratic environment.

Moral values are the most powerful determinants of human conduct. They are
almost immune to persuasion, argumentation and reasoning, unless the individual
has developed cognitive abilities for critical thinking and ethical reasoning. If the
affective aspect of moral value is more automatic and, partially, unconscious, the
cognitive aspect can be addressed in reasonable manner. It can influence and ad-
Just the affective aspect of moral orientation. (Sauer, 2017)

The neurocognition of morality empirically supports the conception that both
emotional and cognitive components play an important role in the moral-demo-
cratic competence as the “ability to apply a certain moral orientation in a consistent
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manner, as trained, developed, trustworthy moral and differentiated manner in
varying social situations” (Prehn et al. 2007: 44). Ethical reasoning, as an aspect,
but not component, of moral competence can be trained to discursively articulate,
express, improve (to make them just), and to justify the moral values. How an in-
dividual acts driven by ones moral values is heavily based on his/her level of moral
competence. Moral competence can articulate and adjust moral orientations, re-
appraise varied values and make them compatible with democratic understanding
and living in the world. Democratic lifestyle requires “the ability to solve problems
and conflicts on the basis of (felt) moral principles by means of thinking and
discussion with others and without recourse to violence, deceit or subjection to
others” (Lind 2016).

The most important dimension for democratic sustainability are not (only) the
institutions, but the underlying democratic mentality. Democracy presupposed the
pluralism of values, which habitually are in conflict. The development of media and
information literacy, critical thinking and moral-democratic competence are the
prerequisite tools for accommodating the required democratic abilities with any
particular pattern of values, as long as, the incompatibility is not between values
as such, but how people understand these values. This flexibility and progress in
understanding the values can be educated by means of moral-democratic compe-
tence (Szopka—Bardzinski 2011; Lind 2006, 2016).

Moral-democratic education must be a relentless and progressive process as
long as the psycho-affective human traits are in partial disagreement with dem-
ocratic social institutions. Even though democracy as social institution is a hu-
man-made reality, it would be impossible for the human species to survive and
prosper if its subjective social constructions will be constantly in incongruity with
its biological traits. The process of civilization and democratizations implies a con-
stant mutual adaptations of human psychological mechanisms to the socially (ra-
tionally) set up institutions. These collectively established social institutions (social
cognition) shape gradually human deep psychology (neurocognition), which is a
lengthy and laborious process. However, until human biopsychology will be fa-
vorable to democratic society, democracy should be continuously created and pre-
served at the level of social structure. This can be made by the means of the only
faculty that can be fully mastered by human individuals, the ability of reasoning.
Moral-democratic education, as the pillar of civil society, is essential to the resil-
ience and endurance of democracy.
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Tue Crisis or LiBeraL DeMocracY BETWEEN PopuLisM
AND TECHNOCRACY

Andrei Taranu—Cristian Romulus Pirvulescu

B For two centuries, since it has first manifested itself in modern politics, with the
presidency of Andrew Jackson, populism has taken specific forms of manifesta-
tion, adapting to local cultural conditions, but has always had general characteris-
tics that make it recognizable. In fact, populism is a form of manifestation specific
to forms of democracy, especially representative, although it can influence other
political systems. On the other hand, populism has much older roots: perhaps since
politics was politics populism has been a form of manifestation. “Ideological radi-
calism of the Right, with its mass roots in the menu peuple, as we have seen, is no
new phenomenon. Over the centuries, it has taken such forms as the traditional
alliance between king, church, and city mob” (Worsley 1969: 241). But it has always
depended on a technological base, taken advantage of technological progress, it
has been a reaction to established forms of political organization. In fact, current
populism is not a new phenomenon, but only the new generations of researchers
are once again acquainted with it, and trying to analyse it from the perspective
of today’s society. As Jean Paul Gagnon, Emily Beausoleil, Kyong-Min Son, Cleve
Arguelles, Pierrick Chalaye, Callum N. Johnston were explaining in their editorial
from Democratic Theory from the winter of 2018: “This definitional difficulty is
exacerbated by the Babelian confusion of voices on populism, where the term’s
meaning differs within and between global regions (e.g. Latin America vs. Western
Europe); time periods (e.g. 1930s vs. the present), and classifications (e.g. left/right,
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authoritarian/libertarian, pluralist/antipluralist, as well as strains that muddy these
distinctions such as homonationalism, xenophobic feminism and multicultural ne-
onationalism)” (Gagnon, Beausoleil, Emily—Son, Kyong-Min—-Arguelles, Cleve—Cha-
laye, Pierrick—Johnston, Callum N. 2018).

In their book from 1969, Ghita lonescu and Ernst Gellner already noticed that
"Aspectre is haunting the world-populism. A decade ago, when the new nations
were emerging into independence, the question that was asked was — how many
will go Communist? Today, this question, so plausible then, sounds a little out of
date. In as far as the rulers of new states embrace an ideology, it tends more often
to have a populist character. And populism is not an outlook restricted to the new
nations. In the Communist world, strong currents seem to move in a populist di-
rection. And in the anxious or agonizing re-examination which has gripped several
developed liberal societies of late, populist themes are prominent” (lonescu—Gell-
ner 1969). And already since then the question has been "whether populism was
primarily an ideology (or ideologies) or a movement (or movements) or both”.

For more than a decade populism has returned as the main political enemy of
contemporary political societies: from Central Europe to Australia and from the
United States to India the ghost of populism seems to haunt the world. But unlike
in the 1960s, when the same ghost was only bothering political scientists, today
populism seems more aggressive than half a century ago. Presidents and journal-
ists, crowned heads and university professors, diplomats and generals deplore the
assault of populism and the popular support it seems to enjoy in more and more
states considered until recently democratic. In the European Union the problem of
populism seems the most acute, as the increase in the voting intention (and in the
effective vote) of more and more European societies can lead to the undermining
and even dissolution of this political project which has maintained for over 70
years the peace on the continent.

The march of populism has started in the ‘80s of the last century but has in-
creased after the events from 9/11 2001 as a social reaction in the West against
political correctness and multiculturalism. Since then, parties such as Pym Fortuyn
List (Netherlands) or Viaams Block (Belgium), as well as the Front National (now
the Rassemblement National, France) have ‘denounced’ the hypocrisy of politi-
cal elites who used the new Muslim ‘minority’ as an electoral pool increasingly
difficult to please, maybe only through financial bribes, and that also blackmails
through rights and democracy.

But those parties, many of them gone today or completely changed, received a
strong political and electoral boost once and then again, after the 2007 economic
crisis. The economic crisis has quickly turned into a political and system crisis, as it
has generated new models of social reflection on how the new political-economic
order is built and how the economic system is built through the political structure.
The economic crisis has collapsed the confidence in the old political parties of
many European states as well as in the political elites of the United States gen-
erating a carousel of political and even ideological emotions and contradictions.
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The left embraced globalist and right-wing programs, extremist currents went to
the center (Jobbik) and others from the center targeted the extreme (Fidesz) and
all of Europe decried the death of multiculturalism that was removed from public
discourse. On this background, the liberal populist parties developed precisely be-
cause of the weakness and ideological fatigue of the mainstream parties.

Today the resilience degree of political institutions when faced with illiberalism
in countries that seemed definitely anchored in liberal democracy is heavily being
put to the test. Nor does it seem to be merely an accident of United Kingdom or
American political life. In fact, these election events were the signal to start the
great offensive against the ‘liberal democracy’ already announced by Viktor Orbén
at the Tusnad summer camp in July 2016. Now, on behalf of the nation reborn
from its own ashes, claimed as the only genuine political reality, the ‘illiberal’ of
all obediences believe that democracy should be reduced to a simple electoral
ritual of validating those in power. Hillary Clinton’s failure in the US presidential
election legitimized the simultaneous start of the offensive against human rights
and citizens’ freedoms. The concerted and multi-fronted attack against democra-
cy, for the latter is ultimately targeted under the formula of ‘liberal’ democracy,
had already begun few years ago, but seemed to be a kind of marginal phenom-
enon. In an editorial published in several American dailies in late 2016, Fareed
Zakaria revised the deadline he had launched two decades earlier to explain the
situation in marginal states such as Pakistan or Egypt' to see “the rise of illiberal
democracy in the United States”.? Immediately after his mandate inauguration,
Donald Trump’s presidency launched a controversy meant to delegitimize the ’lib-
eral’ press through the launching of the famous theory of ‘alternative facts’, the
formula used by Kellyanne Conway, Donald Trump’s adviser, to explain the source
of the statement of the first White House spokesman, who was replaced later, in
July 2017, according to whom the January 20 2017 inauguration festivities had the
largest audience in history: “And they're giving — Sean Spicer, our press secretary
— gave alternative facts.”

In this ideological context dominated by illiberalism, the new media, as it has
happened every time new information-transmitting tools have been introduced,
had a significant impact on the quality and impartiality of the dissemination of
information. In an article from 2015 Robert Epstein and Ronald Robertson* noted,
based on an experiment, the existence of a manipulation effect of the research
engine (SEME — Search Engine Manipulation Effect). The research confirmed the
hypothesis that the rankings made by search engines are biased and that they can
change the voting preferences of undecided voters (research indicates a significant
number of around 20% of undecided who have changed their voting preferences
as a result of the information ‘delivered’ by the searching engines). On the other
hand, Epstein and Robertson found that this proportion may be much higher for
certain isolated demographic groups, but also that the effect of these classifica-
tions is not obvious, so that those affected by this information treatment do not
realize the manipulation.
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Internet searching engines, such as Google or Facebook, can have a significant
impact on consumer’s choices.® The citizens who become (who are reduced to
the role of) consumers feel that they receive neutral information when they au-
tomatically take for granted the results of searches ranked through sophisticated
algorithms, but that's not the case. The hierarchies resulting from the searches are
adapted to the profile of each individual: Epstein and Robertson do not thinkthese
hierarchies are neutral, but tailored to every consumer’s preferences, in our case,
the elector. And if the experiment conducted on three groups of subjects showed
that search algorithms can easily change the voting preferences of undecided vot-
ers by up to 20% for open groups and by up to 80% in isolated demographic
groups, political impact becomes essential. Moreover, in an interview he gave to
Politico in August 2015, the same Epstein already noted that Donald Trump was
in a very good position in the search engine hierarchy. Or these hierarchies were
not generated by economic preferences, as many analysts of the political phe-
nomenon are tempted to believe, but by the political predispositions of internet
information consumers.

Even when the results of Epstein and Robertson’s research are considered ex-
aggerated, the manipulation effect of search engines is not however denied, being
estimated at between 2-4% of voters,® which in a highly politically inclusive society
such as the North American one — but in general, the situation can be found in
most states that use majority electoral systems — can be decisive.

But if we accept the old definition given by Cas Mudde for populism, the orig-
inal populist movements even declared that they are ‘besides the people (consid-
ered innocent) against the corrupt elites’” who ‘highjack the political life of socie-
ty’, "taking prisoner the democracy through party bureaucracy’ (Mud—Kaltwasser
2015: 42) and if populism has managed to take control through leaders like Donald
Trump, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Matteo Salvini or Viktor Orbén, this means that the
former political elite has failed to be attractive to the citizens that it is supposed
to represent.

The social distance between elites and citizens is growing more and more and
the citizens feel less and less represented by political parties, and yet the main-
stream politicians still claim not to understand why the pressure of populist parties
is increasing.

In Romania, a mobile phone company has introduced a robot as a telephone in-
terface service with the customers, instead of the classic operators considered too
expensive and sometimes rude or unfriendly. The Robot (friendly called Andreea, a
girl name) says she is there to help customers solve their problems related to bills,
subscriptions or any other problems they might have or, when is not possible for
her to solve those problems, to put them in contact with a human operator. It's
just that the algorithm that guides Andreea are so opaque that most customers
can't solve their problem, nor do they get to the operator they want. The answers
are preset and whatever you try to say to Andreea sends you directly to the main
menu — over and over again and again. The reason why more and more customers
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are turning to other mobile phone companies (even if some of them offer poorer
services or have poor coverage) just because they can’t get past Andreea and
solve the problems they had with the respective company. Also because of An-
drea’s software, customers cannot get in touch with human operators, who seem
to have little contact with customers and therefore from the point of view of
management seem/become inefficient and therefore useless. The company is los-
ing customers because they are looking for human operators that the company is
firing because they don’t get to talk to customers. And all of that because of the
robot Andrea.

This example seems relevant for the way in which mainstream parties are be-
coming increasingly strongly contested and abandoned in favor of populist or
illiberal parties. Mainstream political parties have been in an extremely precarious
situation for a long time — because, in order to preserve their electorates, they
have made large concessions to the populist message on the one hand and on the
other they have disappointed the same electorate by making concessions to the
great global and globalizing capital.

Let us take Chancellor Angela Merkel as an example: in 2010 she declared that
multiculturalism was dead (Multi Kulti ist Tot) while accepting the rescue of Eu-
ropean banks through the European Central Bank (since the 2008 financial crisis
broke out, more than €15 trillion in taxpayer money has been used to rescue ailing
banks in Europe, according to the European Commission). After 2011, the same
Mrs. Merkel banned German banks from accepting bank speculation if they still
wanted support from the state, while starting a small crusade against the Cypriot
bailout in 2013. This pendulum between perspectives has obviously upset German
citizens and then European ones, generating increasing frustration. Moreover, after
2015, the German Chancellor asked for and obtained from the Bundestag the con-
sent for Germany to open its borders to Syrian refugees stranded in the Balkans,
Hungary or Austria. This divided the German society extremely and ultimately led
to a long political blockage. And the migration-related cleavage in Germany spread
rapidly across Europe, freeing and channeling various anti-German economic frus-
trations towards anti-Muslim and Euroskeptic movements.

It is worth noting that Alterantive fur Deutschland emerged as an anti-system
party that initially opposed the euro area and Germany’s economic model, while
Germany was a member of the European Union. At this stage AfD was an eccentric
party with a limited success to the public. Once the migration theme launched, and
in particular through the phagocytizing of the PEGIDA movement — an anti-Muslim
and highly nationalist movement, from the former DDR — AfD has become a suc-
cessful party nowadays, with a score that places it as the second largest political
party in Germany, while Angela Merkel is preparing to become history, being less
and less present on the German and European political scene.

In the Netherlands, the populist Geert Wilders and his Freedom Party seem
dethroned by the new and young Thierry Baudet, leader of the Forum for De-
mocracy, who recently joined politics. The latter’s party, declared euro-skeptic and
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neo-conservative, won 38 seats in the Dutch Senate (which has a total of 75 seats)
at the last final elections. Baudet, like Wilders, was a follower of Nexit (the Nether-
lands’ exit from the EU) and its return to the Gulden. It's just that, unlike Wilders,
his speech is becoming increasingly radical anti-Muslim and Euroskeptic, and is
received and voted by more and more Dutch people. But unlike Wilders, the Forum
for Democracy knows how to remain in the sphere of equal opportunities and
freedom of conscience, that is, in a project of a political center rather than a far-
right one. A situation which, as we will see in the case of the central and eastern
European states, becomes rather the norm — illiberal populism tends to target the
political center.

What is special about the new European populism when compared to the old
one? First of all, Europe, as built by Jean Monnet and Robert Schuman onward. As
explained at the beginning, populism is not innovative, but adaptive. Against the
general background, that of virulent criticism of elites of all kinds (political, eco-
nomic, scientific, etc.) different messages and movements are adapted accordingly
to the characteristics of the environment. The chameleonic characteristic of pop-
ulism uses social and economic frustration accentuated by various successive or
simultaneous crises to promote itself. As the Covid—19 crisis has shown, even sci-
entific elites are not immune from this populist offensive. And yet, with differences
from one country to another, the majority of the population accepts authority and
does not refuse the exercise of power. But minorities who flirt with populism can
today use technology. So did the Bolsheviks and fascists at the beginning of the
last century, when they used radio, cinema and microphone to successfully ma-
nipulate the crowds newly entered in politics and affected by the successive crises
caused by the First World War and then by the Great Depression. Likewise, the
impact of populism today is amplified by new media. And, as Marshall McLuhan
anticipated, “the medium is the message” (McLuhan 2015: 102). The fact that infor-
mation comes through social networks and not on official channels makes it cred-
ible. But didn’t the same thing happen with rumors during the French revolution?
La Grande Peur — didn't she leave any trace in the French collective imagination?

Becoming the most influential democracy in the 20th century due to its es-
sential contribution to the victory of the Entente during the First World War, the
US also played an important role in the emergence and dissemination of modern
populism. On the one hand because Jacksonian democracy was a kind of illiberal
democracy avant la lettre, on the other hand because the democratic model that
will impress Tocqueville so much, America, will also export populism. But what
does American populism look like? In the article dedicated to the North America in
the book coordinated by lonescu and Gellner, Richard Hofstadter noted that “the
character of American populism derives in great part from the American tradition
of entrepreneurial radicalism. Elsewhere, populism rested upon the role of the
peasantry, but unless one identifies a peasantry simply with rural poverty, the Unit-
ed States has not had a peasant class; neither, despite the limited stratum of large
landowners and slave owners in the South, has it had a class of rural grandees,
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an aristocracy with clerical and military connections and conservative traditions”
(Richard Hofstadter 1969: 9).

These religious traditions will always be looked upon with suspicion. In 1935
Sinclair Lewis, the first American to win a Nobel prize for literature, was publishing
a dystopian novel, It Can’t Happen Here, describing the fall of America under the
nets of fascism after FE D. Roosevelt was defeated by a populist politician. And 69
years later Philip Roth imagined, in turn, in The Plot Against America, 2004, an al-
ternative history where the fascist Charles Lindbergh defeated the same Roosevelt
in the 1940 election and turned America into a totalitarian dictatorship allied with
Nazism. Why should the two great writers — Lewis, the first American winner of
the Nobel Prize for Literature, and Roth, one of the most important writers of
the end of the century and the beginning of the millennium — be obsessed with
fascism? Or is the country of democracy perhaps at the same time the one where
fascism has emerged and developed?

Since its beginning in the early 16™ century, the opposition between puritanism
and liberalism has forged a contradictory America that will be found in the found-
ing cleavages of the United States. And puritanism defines not only a religious doc-
trine but also an institutional and socio-cultural system, in which authoritarianism,
and sometimes social and political totalitarianism, require total control over civil
society. Between this puritanism and freedom, especially in historical Puritan soci-
eties, in America and, to a lesser extent, in the UK the relationship was conflictual.
And this conflict has lasted to this day.

In The Anatomy of Fascism, published in 2004, Robert Paxton, one of the most
important researchers of the phenomenon, saw fascism as a reaction to the de-
velopment of liberal democracy. And when his analysis stopped on the origin of
fascist movements, Paxton considered the hypothesis that America might be the
country of origin of the proto-fascism: “Considering these precursors, a debate
has arisen about which country spawned the earliest fascist movement. France
is a frequent candidate. Russia has been proposed. Hardly anyone puts Germany
first. It may be that the earliest phenomenon that can be functionally related to
fascism is American: the Ku Klux Klan. Just after the Civil War, some former Confed-
erate officers, fearing the vote given to African Americans in 1867 by the Radical
Reconstructionists, set up a militia to restore an overturned social order. The Klan
constituted an alternate civic authority, parallel to the legal state, which, in the eyes
of the Klan’s founders, no longer defended their community’s legitimate interests.
By adopting a uniform (white robe and hood), as well as by their techniques of
intimidation and their conviction that violence was justified in the cause of their
group’s destiny, the first version of the Klan in the defeated American South was
arguably a remarkable preview of the way fascist movements were to function in
interwar Europe. It should not be surprising, after all, that the most precocious
democracies — the United States and France — should have generated precocious
backlashes against democracy” (Paxton 2004: 49).
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First emerging in the America of the third decade of the 19th century as an
alternative to the liberal democracy of the Founders, under Andrew Jackson, the
populism of Jackson-ian democracy was the ideological foundation of the South’s
reaction against the ‘march of equality’ that Alexis de Tocqueville had already
revealed in Democracy in America (1835). For Tocqueville, this march to equality
opened the great road to ‘democracy’. But far from being just a matter of institu-
tional architecture, ‘democracy’ was for Tocqueville a state of mind that involved
building a ‘democratic society’ to be founded on. A democratic and liberal society
that runs counter to the totalitarian puritanism of the South. Frustrated by the
North’s victory, the Southerners have lasted eight generations by building an al-
ternative world, alternative truths, founded on a specific political culture. And this
world in which the Klan played a central role found in Donald Trump the belated
opportunity for a historic revenge. This is how the flame of the Civil War was re-
kindled, pushing America to the brink, as the January 2021 assault on the Capitol
showed. And all this would not have been possible without the metamorphosis of
American populism. “Jacksonian thought was divided between those who contin-
ued in the old hard-money, anti-bank ways, and those who were more interested
in getting access to government funds and putting them to use in exploiting the
great American bonanza. This cleavage in thought was paralleled by a cleavage in
expressed values and in economic policy. As to values, Jacksonian democracy is
marked by two conspicuous themes that seem quite at odds with each other: the
first is the persistent clamor of new enterprisers for greater opportunities, the
cry against monopoly and aristocracy; the demand to give the commoners better
and more even access to the big prizes in business, politics, and the professions...
The second theme is what Marvin Meyers has called restorationism (Meyers 1953:
4). It hearkens back to the simplicity, the civic dedication, the nobility, the limited
material aspirations and high moral tone that were deemed to be characteristic
of the old republic. In it the Cincinnatus-ideal, so integral in the public reputation
of George Washington, is invoked once again” (Hofstadter 1969: 11). And this is
the tradition that — six decades after — the American Populist Party will take over.

In Europe, especially in Central and Eastern Europe, where illiberal democracy is
promoted by leaders with autocratic tendencies who want to become permanent
in government, the tradition of agrarian populism is still alive. Those social catego-
ries that are the following after those who adhered to agrarian populism a century
ago are also addressed by Viktor Orban in Hungary and by the new Romanian
extremist party AUR (Alliance for the Unity of the Romanians).

On the other hand, current European examples presented above show us how
important the decisions and the rhetoric of mainstream parties are in forming and
building populist groups and parties anywhere in the world. Moreover, what the
AfD reproaches to the mainstream parties is the same thing that most European
populist parties reproach to the European establishment, democratic or bureau-
cratic alike. They consider that Europeanists are, first and foremost, representatives
of international financial capitalism which, by valuing their influence at the level of
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governments and the European Commission, save banks at risk of bankruptcy at
the expense of taxpayers throughout the Union. What else do sovereign debt, the
Treaty of Fiscal Stability or the austerity mean if not passing on to public budgets,
i.e., to all European citizens, the losses of the banks that had made risky invest-
ments in Greece or who had engaged in fraudulent Bernard Madoff-type schemes?
This is called capitalizing on benefits and socializing losses, and perhaps the most
ironic aspect is that the operation is carried out by appealing to public authority.
The state must therefore be minimal only as long as it is about preserving the
interests of the business environment, but when banks or large enterprises need
its support, all talk about the ‘invisible hand’ and the benefits of the unregulated
market is quickly given up, and it is called to help that very state — until then, a
minimal onel

Populists also believe that the European vocation belongs to them and to the
multinationals, that benefit from the abolition of customs tariffs, that can relocate
production capacities without any obstacle from the States of origin and that, in
this way, access to cheap labor force and markets in Eastern Europe. In addition, as
a result of relocations, trade union organizations are also dismantled, increasing
the room for employers to maneuver in wage disputes in both the West and the
East.

Thus, an extremely interesting fact is European populists — declared right-wing
and pro-free market — are becoming critics of globalization and of the great cap-
ital, as well as of the privileged relationship between the European Union (as well
as the states that belong to it) and the supranational companies that fuel financial
and technological globalization. It seems therefore that Ernesto Laclau was right
to regard populism as a form of political emancipation of political and social mar-
ginals against the dominant political trends (Laclau 2005: 48). Only that Laclau’s
emancipated marginals today tend to become the new dominant political line
themselves. What is reproached to populist and illiberal movements is precisely
the inability to produce public policies unifying society, as they rather produce
scissions and cleavages within the societies in which they come to power. And this
criticism turns out to be based on reality because we see how in Hungary, Poland,
ltaly or Austria the principles of social solidarity assumed by the European Union
are being blatantly violated in the name of national defense (Bozoki, A. 2015;
Modrzejeski, A —Potulski, K. 2014).

Thus, in Austria the right-wing government has blocked the access of Eastern
European citizens to social assistance in its country, even if that meant it offered
more money to citizens from other more socially developed European countries.
Conservative Chancellor Sebastian Kurz explained that his aim is to “combat im-
migration into our social protection system”, but also to provide incentives for
Austrians to seek work, and even if this action faces an impeachment from the EU,
the conservative government, supported by populist parties in Austria, does not
want to withdraw the law. And last year, Matteo Salvini, the charismatic leader of
the Northern League, declares to a rally, “The European elections next year will be a
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referendum between the Europe of the elites, of banks, of finance, of immigration
and precarious work; and the Europe of people and labor””’

In an extremely important article, William Davies (Davies 2017: 26) points out
that the image and credibility of elites (both political and epistemic) seems to
have collapsed during the last decade, both because of technology and of political
involvement in the economy. If, in a technological perspective, things seem to be
simpler, because the answer to everything is just a click away and therefore the
need for a leading knowledge has diminished in the perception of knowledge re-
ceiver, in the field of social sciences and especially in political sciences things are
more complicated. Because the latter, almost since its founding, has distinguished
between the masses and the elites — usually focusing on the latter.

For example, in the view of the followers of behaviorist theory from before
1960, many citizens were regarded as apathetic and politically ignorant, being fol-
lowers of authoritarianism rather than democracy and hostile to civil liberties and
racial and religious minorities. That's why many behavioral theorists concluded that
the health of democracy depends more on the elites than on the general (Berelson
1952; Lipset 1960). Starting from here almost all political science until the 1980s
was no longer interested in the public and in the public opinion. For here is what
one of the most prominent figures of 20" century political science, Robert Dahl,
wrote: ...one of the central facts of political life is that politics — local, state, nation-
al, international —lies for most people at the outer periphery of attention, interest,
concern and activity. At the focus of most men’s lives are primary activities involv-
ing food, sex, love, family, work, shelter, comfort, friendship, social esteem, and the
like. Activities like these — not politics — are the primary concerns of most men and
women. It would clear the air of a good deal of can't if instead of assuming that
politics is a normal and natural concern for human beings, one were to make the
contrary assumption that whatever lip service citizens pay to conventional atti-
tudes, politics is a remote, alien, and unrewarding activity (Dahl 1961: 1279).

Murray Edelman, decades later, in The Symbolic Uses of Politics (Edelman 1999:
78) accepted the same thing — that the mass public was ignorant and passive.
Worse, ordinary citizens incorrectly believed that their votes controlled elites and
influenced public policy. Edelman argued that ordinary citizens’ political disposi-
tions and behaviors stem from the symbolic atmosphere created by elites and his
focus was on the deleterious effects of elite’s manipulation of mass ignorance.

The idea that elites manipulate the masses has become a faith shared by the-
ories belonging to both political sciences, political communication and social psy-
chology, giving the impression that social sciences have already agreed that the
masses do not exist, but are only social groups (Moscovici 1997: 54) that are
somewhat mechanically subjected to elites — formal or informal ones. These the-
ories have been embraced by both left and right ideologies that seem to share
together the contempt for ‘masses’ and election campaigns have become ma-
nipulation shows, in which purpose and values no longer have any relevance but
only the success of the manipulation experiment. The most direct example is the
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campaign for Brexit, a campaign in which, as we saw almost immediately after the
vote, no one knew exactly what they were voting for, everything being reduced to
emotion — because entire social categories that voted Leave, they soon realized
that they had voted against their own economic and social interest. Today, when
Great Britain seems to have failed both on Brexit and in terms of remaining in the
European Union, some are asking that political elites, as well as epistemic ones,
explain themselves. Sometimes these elites, especially the latter, try to find new
explanatory or ‘manipulating’ theories to explain their failure. But was it a failure?
Wasn't the result predictable? The instrumental role of the electoral system has
long been known, and from this perspective the referendum is hardly a democratic
method of consultation with the public. The so-called consultation mechanism
itself was flawed on the one hand by the method, which nullifies any debate, and
on the other hand by the result, whatever the result might have been, as long as
it did not recognize the equality between participants in an electoral consultation.
The referendum, through the caricatural simplicity of the matter on which the par-
ticipants were invited to decide, distorts the perception of voters and attacks the
foundation of democracy, the equality between citizens. For example, those who
voted against Brexit — almost half of the voters — no longer matter: they are anni-
hilated in their quality of citizens. Far from being democratic, the so-called transfer
of the decision to the people is nothing more than a typical illiberal maneuver to
delegitimize existing elites and legitimize anti-system currents. It should never be
forgotten that the method of legitimization through electoral consultations — a
true reductio ad electionem — is not only the privilege of today’s illiberals but was
also successfully used by Mussolini and Hitler. Following the referendum from Au-
gust 19 1934, Hitler was confirmed by a vote of 89,83% with a presence of almost
85% as the Fuhrer of the Third Reich.

The role of the electoral systems in strengthening authoritarian regimes in
power is already known. In 1924, Mussolini won a crushing majority (65%) which
would then justify the dissolution of democracy in 1925. The Acerbo Law of 1923,
which introduced the first majority, already distorted political representation and
provided a fabricated majority to the National Fascist Party that facilitated the road
to dictatorship. However, such electoral formulas facilitated both the repeated vic-
tory of Viktor Orbéan’s Fidesz and Vladimir Putin’s United Russia in Russia. In gen-
eral, the first past the post and plurality systems, as it is the case with the US, the
UK and France, create such manufactured majorities that facilitate governance, but
move the political conflict from parliament to the streets. The absence of forms
of facilitating negotiation and real consensus, as it is the case with consensual
democracies, leads — under the conditions of today’s society — to the increase
of conflicts. And this is one of the causes of violent political actions such as the
assault on the Capitol, Brexit or the movement of yellow vests. On the other hand,
proportional electoral systems can also be perverted, especially if there is a lack
of a democratic political culture to provide a real basis for liberal civil society that
can bring a real counterweight to illiberal trends in contemporary societies. And
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to counter this liberal civil society, we are witnessing the formation of an uncivil
civil society, which takes over and develops the values of illiberal groups in order
to create an illiberal ideological foundation for a post-democratic political system.

In fact, as Bobby Duffy explains (former Managing Director of Public Affairs for
lpsos MORI, and now professor to King College from London) in his book, Perils
of Perception: Why We're Wrong About Nearly, people are wrong in almost every
respect. And many phenomena that we talk about are the result of errors of
perception and of stereotypes that affect the use of critical thinking. “It is hard to
prove that misperceptions have been widespread for a long time, because meas-
uring them requires representative surveys, and social scientists started conducting
rigorous public opinion polls only relatively recently. In the middle of the twenti-
eth century, surveys of people’s perception of social realities were rare, limited
primarily to simple political facts — for example, which party was in power, what
their policies were and who the leaders were. But some of these early questions,
first posed as far back as the forties, have been asked again in recent studies
and, as we'll see, the responses suggest that nothing much has changed” (Duffy,
2018: 18). In fact, Duffy focuses his attention on the research of Daniel Kahneman
(winner of the Nobel Prize in Economics in 2002) and Amos Tversky on the two
systems of thought — fast and intuitive thinking and slow, rational thinking — that
together form human thinking. However, perceptions are related to the first form
of thinking that we use with greater dexterity and which often misleads us. And
this error is amplified by technological means. “That’s not to say that our current,
ideologically-driven discourse and the explosion of social technology have no ef-
fect on our perceptions of reality, or that we're not living in particularly dangerous
times. In fact, those technological shifts are particularly terrifying in their effect on
our accurate view of the world or key issues — because the quantum leap in our
ability to choose and others to push ‘individual realities’ at us plays to some of our
deepest biases, in preferring our existing world view and in avoiding conflicting
information” (Duffy 2018: 19).

The yellow vest protest in France is an unprecedented phenomenon for the last
half century, after the student movements from 1968. All possible accusations have
been made against those who participated in this protest — and to a good extent
all are entitled: fascists or anarchists, uneducated peasants or sophisticated haters,
the instrument of local and foreign populists (in this case, Italians), etc. Those who
have put their yellow vest (as the proletarian cap used to be in the past) come
from all strata of the middle class and access almost all radical ideologies at the
same time — they want the increase of wages and lower taxes, are for ethnic and
racial plurality but against les travailleurs détachés, etc. This trans-ideological mix
of left anti-Semites and of extreme right anticapitalism has only one target of their
social hatred — the political elite. And France, due to the effects of the electoral
system on the political system, was already the predilection of the strikers’ move-
ments. According to the Hans Bockler Foundation study in a selection of OSDE
member states, France was the world’s number one for the strike days between
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2008 and 2018 with 114 strike days per year. However, the lack of institutionalized
compromise mechanisms has already made possible that, in addition to the major-
ity manufactured by the electoral system mentioned above, we also have the effect
of constitutional reform of the reduction of the presidential mandate from seven
years to five years which made cohabitation impossible — which reduced the po-
tential for social conflict between 1980 and 2007 As parliamentary elections take
place a month after the presidential elections, the president-elect ends up with a
significant majority. In front of this majority the use of violence becomes the only
form of negotiation. In fact, the violence of the yellow vest movement is the effect
of the non-consensual French political system. That is why the President Emmanuel
Macron, understanding in the end the cause, has tried to compensate the situation
through a national consultation to relaunch the consensual mechanisms.

But these attempts to restore consensual mechanisms are not yet enough to
relaunch social dialogue between different social categories whose isolation has
been accentuated by the computer revolution. And on this basis populism can
build on the old model of the elites divorcing ‘people’. In the last decade, the
European lower classes seem to increasingly realize that ‘elites’ are less needed
in the political process. And, if one looks at the overwhelming passive support to
the yellow vests from the other classes in France, it seems that the will to change
the political organization of European societies spreads. This development is to be
welcomed in many aspects, most particularly as a claim for the renewal of current
representative regimes that become increasingly irrelevant and do not qualify as
legitimate democracies in the conscience of their citizens. This is not to say that
citizens in general, and the yellow vests in particular, do not acknowledge the
necessity of governance. Quite to the contrary, they sense that a new form of
democracy is both possible and necessary in order to make governance efficient
for those who are side-lined by the ‘'system’ and wish at the same time to count as
individuals (Steenvoorden—Wright 2018: 6).

The authors’ explanation is that individuals have as an essential need a two-
way social identity — are ‘we’ identities, identifications of an individual with a
group or a category, as opposed to ‘me’ identities, which are identifications of the
individual with social types, roles or characteristics (Brewer 20071). Or, the European
identification seems to have failed dramatically in recent times, although its aim
— largely successful — seems to have been to evacuate the national identification
in favor of European identity. Thus, European citizens are less and less French,
German, Romanian or Slovak, but they also feel not very much European. Thus, a
massive identification arises, which is solved by increasing individual identification.
Or new technologies help a lot in this through a process of social alienation and
denationalization without generating European identification, thus depriving any
social group of social solidarity that any social group entails. That is why the au-
thors believe the yellow vests are a symptom of this European anomia — they are
not representatives of an ideologically or socially homogenized group, but merely
a mechanical assembly of unhappy individuals. And each individual dissatisfaction
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is taken over by each other participant who joins the dissatisfaction of others
(Lubbers—Scheepers 2007: 650).

Under these conditions, some researchers have turned to analyzing the rela-
tionship between populism and technocracy. Their thesis is that the reaction of
European political elites to increased post-election delegitimization is the orienta-
tion towards expertise or professionalism. Politicians of the mainstream political
elite are getting closer and closer to technocracy in an attempt to increase their
legitimacy space. We do not want to develop here the thesis of the end of ideol-
ogies or the right-left cleavage but only to mention that there is a whole political
literature that develops the perspective of the need to introduce clearer criteria
in terms of the contemporary definition of political ideologies and their taxono-
my, especially when most mainstream political parties consider themselves to be
center parties (and develop catch-all policies). That is perhaps why the relationship
between mainstream European families and the Commission’s bureaucracy seems
so good, which provokes the wrath of populist and Eurosceptic parties in Europe.

This closeness seems paradoxical and quite new, for as Aberath, Putnam and
Rokman show us (Bureaucrats and Politicians in Western Democracies) the rela-
tionship between politicians and bureaucrats was not, until recently, a good one.
On the contrary, bureaucracy — by being stable, and seemingly unideological — was
viewed with mistrust by political parties that had the political legitimacy obtained
by elections, but did not always have the institutional legitimacy to carry out the
political projects they wanted. Hence the permanent political tension between the
two forces of the rule of law. This tension was lower in the United States, primarily
due to federalism and then to the small number of those who held public office.
On the contrary, in European states the conflict has often been an open one and
the tension, therefore, much stronger. Here the bureaucracy has always been much
larger, more stable and more centralized. And during the long period when there
was this tension between bureaucracy and political parties, political parties used
their ideological dimension (and inherent cleavage) as a weapon against bureau-
cracy defined as a state.

On the contrary, at European level — especially at the level of the embryos that
later constituted the European Union, such as the CCO and then the EEC, it was the
European bureaucracy that constituted the political files and not the politicians.
The politicians of the Europe of the 12 took the decisions at national level, and the
European dimension was also discussed there, the European Parliament (estab-
lished in 1978) whose decision-making powers have been gradually strengthened,
the most important being decided by the Treaty of Lisbon and implemented in
2014, and it was the European Commission that dominated European policy on
public policy-making after Maastricht (1992). But, after all, it is what is happening
at the national level. But since the European Commission is not a genuine gov-
ernment — being not only duplicated, but also institutionally dominated by the
Council with absolute political powers — it is only the one that initiates, not the
one that decides on European policies. But this has not prevented some from
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claiming that, unlike the national level in Europe and even the American model,
bureaucracy has turned into a political superstructure that seems to be too little,
or not at all, controllable. In this it was alleged that the Commission had become a
technocratic superstructure. This is exactly what the populist, illiberal, Eurosceptic
or sovereigntist parties of the European Union are reproaching, and this was one
of the hard-working arguments of Brexit — the plethoric bureaucracy and political
impunity of the European institutions.

During the last three decades we have witnessed two parallel phenomena,
which are intimately related to each other: the increase in power of the institution
of expertise, but lacking political legitimacy, especially in the context of European
integration and the strengthening of the European institutions, and on the other
hand, the development and growth in importance of extremist, Eurosceptic pop-
ulist parties. As Peter Mair points out (Mair 2013: 126), there is an inextricable link
between the development of the technocratic character of the EU institutions
and the development of political theories justifying technocratic leadership as a
deliberative one, which is a form of legitimization through parallel theories to
democratic theories. The theory of deliberative democracy “is meant to provide an
answer to the question how to best make collectively binding decisions that from
an anticipated future standpoint we have no reason to regret. You may call this
the concern for the epistemic dimension (or the epistemic properties and charac-
teristics) of the process, rules and procedures of political decision-making and its
modalities, a concern which feeds into another symptom of the malaise of demo-
cratic government and governance, i.e. technocratic rule [...] democracies should be
regarded as self-scrutinizing and self-correcting political systems that can respond
to internal deviations from its normative ideals. This is why they face notorious and
ongoing controversial demands for their own revision, development, and improve-
ment — the challenge here consists in “a tricky recursive logic” (Offe 2017: 14).

Buchstein and Jorke also criticize the theory of deliberative democracy as an
inherently elitist one, and in a more recent contribution Jorke and Selk explain, as
in the comments above, that the development of populism is a democratic reac-
tion to the neoliberal and post-democratic order, an order in which the connection
between the public and public policies is permanently lost. And it is more than
obvious that, in essence, technocracy is elitism, and populism is characterized by
deep anti-elitist sentiments (Mudde—Kaltwasser 2015). However, we have to intro-
duce a nuance here, because populism opposes the elite considered corrupt only
in order to (as we see in Poland, Hungary, Italy, etc.) takes its place, establishing
illiberal political regimes that limit rights and discriminate against minorities.

In her work, Nadia Urbinati (2014: 192) identifies the two currents of technocra-
cy and populism as forms of disfigurement of democracy that destroy the diarchy
between will and opinion the procedural democracy depends on. Technocracy re-
duces democracy to the search for truth (assessment of opinions), while populism
reduces the pluralism of opinions to the single and indisputable popular will.

In both cases, the appeal to democracy is only an instrumental one — for some
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the search for truth, for others only for the introduction of a single condition of
the ‘will of the people’. At the end of both processes, democracy is disfigured, no
longer classical liberal democracy: “Populist and technocratic forms of discourse
can be considered as two sides of the same coin, the coin being the critique of
party democracy [...] the idea of contemporary political life being restructured
around a new cleavage between populism and technocracy actually masks a de-
eper dimension of political opposition — between party democracy and its critics
— in terms of which both populism and technocracy find themselves on the same
side" (Bickerton—Accetti, 2017: 201).

Bickerton and Acetti point out that the common element between technocracy
and populism is the denial of pluralism and mediation between political parties.
Participatory democracy involves policies competing on the same issue, and par-
liamentary democracy assumes that these competing policies are mediated by
political groups so as to reach policies whereby most benefit, and those who
inherently lose from these policies hope at least for further compensation. On the
contrary, populism and technocratism deny any form of negotiation in order to
impose single visions based on either majority or competence.

Both [populism and technocracy] are examples of ‘unmediated politics’ dis-
pensing with intermediate structures such as parties and representative institu-
tions between a supposedly unitary and common interest of society on the one
hand and elites on the other [...] populism stressing the centrality of a putative will
of the people in guiding political action and technocracy stressing the centrality
of rational speculation in identifying both the goals of a society and the means to
implement them” (Caramani 2017: 54).

In such a situation, the tendency of mainstream parties to glean political mod-
els either on one side or on the other — from populists and technocrats alike — on
the principle of catch-all parties turns out to be a big mistake. Unable to propose
anything other than their own idiosyncrasies, classical European parties try to re-
invent themselves by copying the models that seem successful in their competing
formulas — populism and technocracy. However, it is precisely this attempt that
proves fatal to democracy, because it makes these clearly illiberal models to be
acceptable to society and their radical forms — as we have seen in the Netherlands
— to be no longer seen as exotic but as capable of political transformation. The
return to classical representative democracy will have to be a new political model,
even if by doing so the old political elite will have to leave the stage.
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Notes
"In the same article Zakaria explained: “From Peru to [...] the Philippines, we see the rise of a
disturbing phenomenon in international life — illiberal democracy. It has been difficult to re-

cognize this problem because for almost a century in the West, democracy has meant /iberal
democracy — a political system marked not only by free and fair elections, but also by the rule
of law, a separation of powers, and the protection of basic liberties of speech, assembly, religi-
on, and property [...] what might be termed constitutional liberalism — the rule of law and the
fundamental human rights..[...] Today the two strands of liberal democracy, interwoven in the
Western politic fabric, are coming apart in the rest of the world. Democracy without constitu-
tional liberalism is not simply inadequate, but dangerous, bringing with it the erosion of liberty,
the abuse of power, ethnic divisions, and even war.”

2 Published by Washington Post on December 29 2016, Zakaria's article pointed out: “Two de-
cades ago, | wrote an essay [...] that described an unusual and worrying trend: the rise of illiberal
democracy. [...] But in many of the places where ballots were being counted, the rule of law,
respect for minorities, freedom of the press and other such traditions were being ignored or
abused. Today, | worry that we might be watching the rise of illiberal democracy in the United
States [...]."”

3 See Aaron Blake’s article from Washington Post from January 22 2017, “Kellyanne Conway says
Donald Trump’s team has ‘alternative facts.”.

4 'The search engine manipulation effect (SEME) and its possible impact on the outcomes of
elections” published on the American Institute for Behavioral Research and Technology’'s website.
> On October 9 2017 New York Times published a Reuters news that released the results of
Google’s research into the possible involvement of Russian influence groups in the 2016 US elec-
tion campaign: ,,Google has discovered Russian operatives spent tens of thousands of dollars
on ads on its YouTube, Gmail and Google Search products in an effort to meddle in the 2016
US. presidential election, a person briefed on the company’s probe told Reuters on Monday.”

6 See the working document Watching the watchers: Epstein and Robertson’s “Search Engine
Manipulation Effect” published by Katharina Anna Zweig on the Algorithm Watch website: htt-
ps://algorithmwatch.org/en/watching-the-watchers-epstein-and-robertson.

/ httpsy//www.nytimes.com/2018/02/05/world/europe/italy-election-northern-league-popu-
lists-migrants.html
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Te CHurch as A Civie Society

Laurentiu Petrila—Marius Tepelea

Introduction and short history

m Since its foundation, the Church has led the good news of eternal life into the
Kingdom of heaven everywhere. Beyond the heavenly aspect, the apostles and
their disciples were aware that in this earthly life Christians must integrate into
society, be model citizens of the Roman Empire, the state representative of the
ancient world and be or at least be in the process of becoming true moral land-
marks. The rise of various regions within the Romanian state has led to terms taken
over from Greek philosophy, Roman logic and ancient Roman citizenship with-
in the Church. Since the second century, Christian writers have raised numerous
problems, related to the emancipation of women, the release of slaves, the aid of
widows and orphans, these attitudes being the first elements of civic citizenship,
if we can call them in antiquity, in the Church. In order not to be considered a for-
eign body in the religious Preanton of the Roman State, Christians were aware that
their interaction with the civic institutions of the Roman Empire must not lead to
confrontation, but to fruitful dialog and integration.

The Savior himself respected the Roman laws, paid the giving, and uttered the
words in which he urged the honor of the State authorities: “then give the czar
what are of the czar and God those of God!” (Luca 20, 26). The non-involvement
of Christians in Roman public life contrasted with the expressed wishes of some
Christian writers to see the Christian Emperor. Since Christians refrained from par-
ticipating in the heathen public holidays, were reluctant to do politics or hold
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positions in the Romanian administrative system, it was quite difficult to change
things inside the heathen Romanian society. Through the writings of the first three
centuries, the Church’s parents and Christian writers tried to influence the ethics
of the Romanian state, the Roman laws and the actions of some Emperors. Even
though these attempts have only succeeded to a small extent, it is commendable
that Christians attempt to turn the Roman pagan world into a Christian world,
which can be considered a form of early, early, early, civic life.

Christians who loved the Roman Empire, being honest citizens, sometimes
high-ranking military or administration officials, suffered because of their inability
to change something in the Roman administrative and legal system. The most
conciliatory writings to Roman kings come from the second century, from the
time of the Antonie dynasty. Saint Justin the martyrs and Athenagora write with
great respect to the Roman kings (lustin Martirul, Apologia |, I, , in vol. 2 From the
PS.B. collection, Greek-language apologists, trad. de D. Fecioru, 1980, Bucuresti, ed.
IBM al BOR, pag. 33-34). Among the Christian authors who favor a reconciliation
with the Romanian state and who have respectfully written to the Romanian au-
thorities are Clement Romanan, Meliton in Sardes, Abercius, Athenagora Athenian,
Apollonius, Teofil of Antiohiy and Dionysis of Corinth. These parents have spoken
out for respect for Roman imperial power, wishing that the Empire should recog-
nize Christianity and have a tolerant attitude toward the Church, which would have
facilitated the work of Christian missionaries and helped to implement new church
practices, such as dial service, social assistance, within the roman society.

Christians did not necessarily constitute a special society in the Roman world,
but through the way of life and the unique doctrine they clearly distanced them-
selves from heathen. Initially, seen from outside the communities and the Church,
Christians seemed no different from +the other citizens of the Roman Empire.
The greatest difference between Christians and heathen was in lifestyle, derived
from superior Christian morality. Christian moral ideas were entirely new to the
ancient pagan society, as was the concern for all people, regardless of their reli-
gion. The political and social ideas that were drawn from Christian teaching were
too advanced for the historical period in question, unusual with such changes that
Christianity was proposing. To a Roman slave owner, his own were not dignified
beings, endowed with a rational soul, but creatures who ate, drink, needed clothes,
and who the master could kill when he wanted, without being liable to the law
for his murder. This would change and the ancient Church campaigned for the
first emancipation of people in slavery. The author of the letter to the pagan cult
Diognet emphasizes the superiority of Christian morality and living, describing the
truth and beauty of Christianity, which can change an unjust world (Epistola cétre
Diognet, V, 6-16, col. PSB 1, p trad. de D. Fecioru, 1979, Bucuresti, p. 340).

By introducing the idolatre elements into the honor of the Emperor, Romanian
officials and magistrates have driven the Christians away from the patriotic feeling
toward the Roman Empire. The most loyal Christians have experienced great at-
tempts during the persecution, showing civic spirit and when they were regarded
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with suspicion of their own. The natural feeling toward a state that ensures peace
and prosperity for its citizens has turned into an idolatant adoration of the person
of a single man, the Emperor, an adoration from which most of the benefits of the
Caesar's court were drawn. A caste of privileged people lived well by the honor of
the sovereign of Rome, while the real Romanian patriots, senators, courts, mem-
bers of the equestrian order, peasants and soldiers, they had to obey the rules
of the imperial court. The claims of some provincial governors who thought they
could force patriotism and respect the laws can be met with almost all provincial
governors, who thought they were bringing a service to the emperor and the
roman state if they persecuted Christians and the men on the periphery of the ro-
man state for not complying with the roman heathen customs (Martiriul Sfantului
Policarp, VIII, 2; IX, 2, Tn col. PSB, vol. 11, Actele martirice, trad. de loan Ramureanu,
1982, ed. IBM al BOR, Bucuresti, pag. 34-35).

In Christian antiquity, Christians, but especially Christian women, especially dea-
cons, have distinguished themselves through works of social assistance and charity,
seeking to be of benefit to the Community. The women visited the sick, took care
of the poor, they were waking on their pilgrims, visiting those imprisoned for faith,
and taking care of orphans. The old pagan woman had turned, through Christian
baptism, into a new woman, decorated with the coat of love and mercy. Women
who had no respect from heathen society became, after their conversion to Chris-
tianity, worthy of all praise and admiration, distinguished by faith, cleansing, love
for their neighbors, maternity, humility and snorts. If once they could be found in
the heathen and banquets in honor of the gods of the ancestors, in Christianity
the woman is distinguished by the devotion to the family and the charity demon-
strated by visits to hospitals, prisons and orphan-tropics. The followers of the
miraculous women consolate the sick, help the poor and raise the orphans, under
the assistance of the deacons, the most worthy of them. In order to strengthen
the zeal of Christian women, an author such as Clement the novel writes to Chris-
tians in Corinth about the commendable facts of women in the old Testament, as
a model about the charity and civic sense of Christians in antiquity (Clement Ro-
manul, Cétre Corinteni, LV, 6, col. PSB 1, p trad. de D. Fecioru, 1979, Bucuresti, p. 74).

The church and the public space or the relationship between the state
and the church

Throughout history, we can say that the relationship between the Church and
the State was a complicated one. Until the Milan edict in 312, the Imperial power
or the state was regarded as demonic origin, but immediately after Constantine’s
conversion, the Imperial power began to be seen differently: As being on the side
of God and the implicit church. The relationship between the state and the Church,
however, continued to be increasingly complex and complicated by developing
over time even a papal hegemony. If during the first centuries Christianity was
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characterized by martyr and oppression from the authorities, things have begun
to change. So much has changed that Saint Ambrothery (339-387) had the cour-
age at some point to refuse to share Emperor Theodogus until he publicly repent
(Negrut 2000: 1)

Opinions have always been divided. In Augustin, for instance, in the City of God,
De civitate Dei, (Augustin 1998) considers that the kings of this world are part of
Satan’s Kingdom, and in Bizanteur the relations between the State and the Church
were so open that they went to the Caaro-papacy (Negru 2000: 11). After many
centuries, Protestant reform has returned to the Australian convictions. Calvin's
position, pro-involvement (different kings, different laws), (Calvin 1989: 41-141)
was completely different from Luther and the other reformers. There were two
approaches to the relationship between the Church and the State. From total sep-
aration between the Church and the State to sustained and political involvement.
Even those who were attached to the prospect of separation, however, considered
that the political area is also part of the divine order, and we must implicitly be
involved in it. Coming much closer, we can say that even today the relationship
between the Church and the State is characterized by complexity and sometimes
even subject to context.

Returning now, after having been able to follow very briefly from the previous
section that was the Church tradition in terms of civic and involvement in society
during the ancient period, the Orthodox Church can be characterized as involved,
to a large extent, in the city’s life, in contemporary society. Of course, we cannot
expect the Church to solve certain problems such as a non-governmental organ-
ization, a niche foundation, or other public associations, or even to substitute
government organizations for overcoming crises in contemporary times. However,
through its pastoral component of excellence, through the active involvement of
priests in social life, the Church cannot remain indifferent to the needs of people,
the ecclesial body being the real civil society, if we can use such a language. His-
tory has shown us over time that the church has infinite antennae. From shaping
and influencing a small community to building mentalities on the weberian model
(Weber 1993). Since the appearance of social mentalities and values through the
church, we can already speak of the movement of the church or of the faith itself
without borders.

One of the questions that have transited through the last century was: Is re-
ligion a threat to international stability, or can it be a tool for promoting peace?
(Dark 2000: 24) the influence of religion in international politics takes different
forms, from the perspective of religious conflict to the contribution of religion to
strengthening international collaboration and peace. When religious institutions
are in the state service, such as the Greek Orthodox Church in Cyprus or the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church in post-Soviet Russia, state policy can become more intran-
sigent. When religion is mixed with nationalism, such as in the case of the Serbian
Orthodox Church, state policy can legitimize human rights violations and ethnic
cleansing. But the additional power of religion also means that religion can give
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individuals and communities greater resistance to act independently, or defy state
policy, such as the confessing church in Nazi Germany or in the German Demo-
cratic Republic, the Catholic Church of Communist Poland, Or in the anti-apartheid
fight of Christian churches in South Africa. (Dark 2000).

The different approaches to the relationship between religion on the one hand
and international relations and politics on the other give rise to certain questions:
how does the global renaissance of religion affect the principles, rules and stand-
ards of international society? (Rosenau—Czempiel 1992) involves transnational reli-
gion a new transnational ideology, which causes obedience to the state, and brings
into international relations new beliefs and values incompatible with the rules,
rules and principles of international society (Dark 2000)? So we are talking about
a resource of religion. A resource that goes beyond recent agendas to minimize
the religious impact on important social issues.

The urgency of religion has also been considered in the light of its relationship
with a number of non-religion-related issues. This analysis was summarized by
the Austrian-born US sociologist and theological Peter Ludwig Berger. The first of
these perspectives is the area of international policy. In order to assess the role
of religion in international politics, a distinction must be made between political
movements that are genuinely inspired by religion and those that use religion as a
convenient legitimacy for political agendas based on non-religious interests (Berg-
er 1999: 14-15).

The second issue with which the resource or the re-emergence of religion is
related as an important element in public speech arises in the debates on war
and peace (Berger 1999: 15). Although it would be desirable to be able to say that
religion is everywhere a force for peace, we find that this is not the case. Rather, re-
ligion is likely to favor war in the modern world, among nations and within nations,
even if it is true that religion has mediated conflicts in some nations. As such, both
aspects must be taken into account in the analysis of the impact of the resource
of religion in international politics.

Another area, the third to which the resource of religion is interrelated in a way
of interdependence is economic development (Berger 1999: 16). The basic work
written on this subject is appreciated as Protestant Ethics and the spirit of capita-
lism, written by Max Weber, which showed that certain values have favored the
development of the modern economy (Weber 1993).

Finally, in our Berger discussion, the area with which the resource of religion still
interacts is human rights and social justice (Berger 1999: 17). Religious institutions
have made many human rights statements, many of which have important political
consequences. But it has to be taken into account, generally speaking, that differ-
ent religions have different perspectives on what human rights mean.

One of the main claims related to the resource of religion is that it is, or can
also be, a source of conflict. This is because it promotes new beliefs and values
that are incompatible with international society rules, practices and rules, such as
territorial integrity, state sovereignty and non-intervention at places. International
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society is based on European cultural values and norms and was created through
the expansion of European States — through colonialism and imperialism — across
the globe. What has once been a European international society is now an inter-
national society at global level (Dark 2000: 18).

Secularization and liberalization have tended to limit religion to the private
sphere, which has made theological concerns not considered relevant in the talks
about state-to-state relations. However, the role of religion in international rela-
tions is now a growing subject of study. Case studies suggest foreign policy is
affected by state religion and communication made possible by transnational net-
works of believers (Harris 2000: 29)

From another perspective, religion is a profoundly political influence in public
life and should not be seen as a set of theological problems. (Barry 1994: 20-34).
Religion is thus considered to be political, even in the absence of a political, theo-
logical, generated and determined conflict.

Religion’s involvement in politics is also seen in social and social protection pol-
icies, in actions that complement and compensate state services at this level, and
even through proposals for alternative social strategies for certain social problems.

The relationship between religion and politics can probably be observed in a
tangible and practical way in the US, where Christianity has made contributions
to political decision-making. We can talk about a presence of Christians in foreign
policy actions, especially since the mid-years ‘90.

In general, the role of the Christian right in US foreign policy is believed
fo have increased in recent years due to several developments. Firstly, it is
about the election of a president, George W. Bush, who is strongly linked to
this movement. Secondly, their influence also relates to the significant electo-
ral potential of the evangelists (43%) and the fact that the Christian right has
become a force whose claims must be taken into account by politicians. Thir-
dly, the influence of the evangelic in foreign policy is also due to the alliance
they developed with the neo-Conservatives (Vlas 2008: 199-200).

Beyond the multiple events and actions of social, political and even diplomatic
involvement of the two historical churches: Catholic and Orthodox, we are be-
ginning to talk in recent years of the dynamics of the protesting and evangelical
bill interventions. For example, US evangelists have been involved in international
politics since the cold War period. Thus, the evangelists have tried to open up the
Soviet Union to ensure religious freedom, an initiative extended to other States
in the form of diplomatic initiatives such as the International Religious freedom,
and later the law-making of measures against human trafficking and trafficking in
human beings (2000). In 2004, under the evangelical influence, the North Korea
Human Rights Act was legislated, then the Bush Administration’s interest in the
problem of AIDS in Africa; campaigns to influence the US’s actions toward China
toward granting religious freedom and US—Chinese relations at the level of official
diplomatic policy, and examples could continue (Vlas 2008: 199-200).
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The global reaffirmation of religion describes how religion and politics inter-
sect across the world. This phenomenon concerns what was called reconstruction
of religion in the global era. A focus on reshaping or restructuring religion can
provide a better way to understand how the forces of social and cultural change
are put together thanks to globalization to bring a long-term cultural change to
domestic and international policy (Dark 2000: 27).

Religion is often perceived as a competition in the fight for obedience and
obedience. As with transnational faith systems, religions are often seen as a bigger
law than state laws and international treaties (Goldestein 1996: 204). Transnational
religion is also considered to be a way of undermining diplomacy, one of the main
institutions of international society, because religious conflicts cannot be subject
to diplomatic negotiations (Johnson—Samson 1996: 3).

He will also need to think more holistic about both religion and security.

What is more important is that we must not limit ourselves in our examination

of the link between religion and security to assessments of threats: Religion is

not just part of the problem, it is part of the solution (Seiple—Hoover 2004: 2).

There is also another way of expressing the challenge that transnational religion
is facing at the level of the principles, rules and rules of international society. It dis-
putes the secular construction of international society, rather than the principles
of society itself. Perhaps the best way to understand religions is to consider them
as interpretative communities in dialog with their members and their religious tra-
ditions in order to determine their contemporary relevance to faith and social life.
Different cultural values about, about religious and secular authority, about gender
relations, or about reproduction have come into conflict in developing countries
(Dark 2000).

The relationship between religion and politics, between the global resource of
religion and international politics, is subject to polarization: From the positive role
of religion to the role of conflict. But both those who have great hopes of the role
of religion in the world’s affairs and those who fear this role must be disappointed
with the concrete evidence. There is no nuanced alternative to assess this role,
a case-by-case approach. But a statement can be made with great confidence:
Those who neglect religion in their contemporary business analysis do so by being
subject to great danger (Berger 1999: 18).

Church as civil society: the Bodnariu case

The presence of evangelical denominations in Romania could be seen more
openly in public space, especially after 1989 when the fall of the communist re-
gime took place. Before this year, the evangelical movement was rather an under-
ground movement because it was not tolerated by the communist regime. How-
ever, their influence in promoting religious freedom could not be neglected at the
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time. The presence of some leaders has been reported in relations with Radio
free Europe, through which reports have been broadcast on the state of religious
freedom in the country.

The Romanian evangelical movement is currently reunited within the Romani-
an Gospel Alliance The following denominations are to be included: The Baptist
Christian Church, the Church of the apostolic-Pentecostal God, and the Christian
Church after the Gospel. Quite close to these declamations both in liturgical and
dogmatic terms is also the Seventh-day Adventist Church. The influence of these
denomations in the Romanian society can be mainly signaled in the social field,
by helping people who are helpless or who are going through periods of crisis in
various problems. There are a variety of Christian foundations which aim to meet
specific social needs, thus complementing state involvement and sometimes even
pioneering activities.

At political level, interventions in the level of government participation may
be reported by some representatives in central administrative bodies, but also in
positions taken in relation to certain legislative acts and as proposals for such acts.
In the most representative work for the evangelical Community in Romania until
this moment: The Gospel man. An exploration of the Romanian Protestant com-
munities (Dobrincu—Manastireanu: 2018), we are dealing with a laborious analysis
of the evangelical Community made by Professor Daniel Barbu.

Among the most important actions of the evangelis nature, we mention the
action on the issue of religious freedom at the time of the 2006 Law on religious
freedom and the general regime of religious denominations. The Seventh-day Ad-
ventist Christian Church organized a conference on 16 September 2006 to raise
awareness among the political class and public opinion of religious freedom in
Romania. The communique issued by the president of the Christian Baptist reli-
gious denominations in Romania at the time, pastor Paul Negrut, in the Romanian
free newspaper of 14 December 2007 shows disappointment and concern over
the vote of the Chamber of Deputies on the law (Ardelean 2011: 354—355). The
communique reflects the intervention on the change in the content of the law.
The Christian Baptist cult in Romania expresses its concern at the adoption of the
law on religious freedom and the general regime of religious denominations by the
Chamber of Deputies on 13 December 2006. By adopting this law, 17 years after
the revolution, Romania is setting up the monitoring of religious organizations,
as well as religious discrimination. We believe that with this decision, Romania is
moving away from the family of civilized and democratic States and is creating the
premises for restrictions on fundamental human freedoms.

It is also important to note that the US has made an important contribution
in supporting religious freedom in Romania. The country report issued by the US
State Department in 2006 said: the United States government is discussing free-
dom of religion with the Romanian government, including at the highest political
level, as part of the overall policy of promoting human rights. Throughout the year,
the US Embassy continuously voiced concern over the discriminatory components
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of the draft law on freedom of religion, including the prime minister, lawmakers
and the culture and religious ministry. The stance taken on the law also manifested
itself in public actions expressing dissatisfaction with its provisions. The leaders of
the gospel confessions in Timisoara decided to hold a protest March against the
religious law on 21 January 2007 The organizers and the representatives of the
present confessions had speeches in which they expressed their position on the
law of religious denominations, which is considered to be a discriminatory, unfair
law and which limits freedom of religion. All of these attitudes, both internally and
internationally, have led to changes in the structure of the law. It is worth noting
that some of the problematic provisions of the draft law have been removed dur-
ing the legislative process. Instead, the law receives other discriminatory provisions.
The significant change in the draft law made it no longer fit for the original draft
(Ardelean 2011).

The Penticostals were more vocal at the time through the voice of the former
President of the Penticostal Christian cult, pastor Pavel Rivis Tipei, and contested
the final form of the revision of the Constitution. Calling for the inclusion of all
Christian cults recognized in Romania in the constitutional text, and | also call for
the family to be clearly defined as a free Union of consent between a man and
a woman. The position of the Pentecostal cult toward the art. 1 paragraph 1is as
follows: Romania recognizes the historical role in the constitution and moderni-
zation of the Romanian State, but not with the mention of the Orthodox Church,
but of all religious cults recognized by the law because Law 489/2006 recognizes
all religions and not a special cult. That's the first of our remarks. Our second
remark refers to the art. 48 paragraph 1 where it says that the family is based on
freely agreed marriage between the spouses. Because we are a Christian country
and we are based on the Bible, | think it is right to say this: The family is based on
freely agreed marriage between a man and a woman. It would exclude any other
animosity that may happen and is contrary to Christian life.

A position on the revision of the Constitution has also taken the cult of Bap-
tist in Romania. It was also expressed by former President Otniel loan Bunaciu,
President of the Union of Christian Baptist churches in Romania. The Romanian
Christian Baptist cult requests that, in accordance with the principles expressed in
the address submitted to the Commission on 18 March 2013 regarding Article 48,
the family be defined as based on freely agreed marriage between men and wom-
en. The definition of the family as based on the freely agreed marriage between
the spouses announces the giving up in Romanian society of moral responsibility
toward the family, a responsibility which society has together with that of guaran-
teeing the rights and freedom of the individual. The proposal that says: Romania
recognizes the historical role of the Orthodox Church and other denominations is
discriminatory toward other Christian denominations, Judaic faith and the rest of
the religions recognized by the law. The exclusive mention of one of the cults does
not contribute to the clarity of expression and suggests a classification/hierarchy
of cults by including the majority in a lower category than the one favored by
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exclusive classification. Around the date of the 2018 referendum the most vocal
were the leaders of the baptist churches through the president: Pastor Viorel luga
and pastor Paul Negrut, rector of the Emanuel University of Oradea.

Perhaps it is too early to look at what happened at the referendum in 2018,
when less than a quarter of Romania’s voting population participated (the stakes
were participation), but perhaps the tolerance of Romanians was too underesti-
mated. Threat speeches have disembarked people. The church’s reconciled func-
tion was replaced by an apocalyptic speech doubled by a close link with political
compromise — supported by the party with its most powerful antipathy.

Another legislative initiative, and possibly new from us in the country, is that
made by former MEP Marius Dugulescu on pre-abortion advice. At the time, Marius
Dugulescu worked in two years on a project that deals with advising women be-
fore the abortion. “20 million abortions have been so far — we would have done
financially if we had not killed our own children. In all respects, when we obey
God, God gives the blessing”, said the PDL deputy of Timis. Dugulescu initiated
this project for compulsory counselling of women before the abortion. Dugulescu
says that awareness is needed of the woman who wants to interrupt pregnancy:
he must know what this means and what consequences he is subjected to, both
physically and mentally. There are many women who regret this step, | am tak-
ing this decision under pressure. We commend ourselves that we are a Christian
country. However, this Christianity is not visible, the rifles are full, we are the first
in abortions.

The short incursion in this part of our study highlights things that are not as
potential as the prospects that can be seen and reach when we act, support and
take action. Perhaps the societal crises say nothing other than the need for the
involvement of society on the part of the church. The Church must be more than
ever the logistics headquarters to keep society wounds of all kinds. Perhaps we
should not fight so much with secular waves, but we should strengthen our boats.
The deep message of Scripture has nowhere to be inserted the function of exclu-
sion, but of careful embrace and correction.

Perhaps one of the most challenging events of the contemporary period, which
united all the churches, at least in Romania, because of the complexity of the case,
was the drama of the Bodnariu family in Norway. In this case, where the Romanian
state authorities, especially the diplomats of the Foreign Ministry, failed to help
this Christian family, civic involvement came from religious communities, especially
Protestant ones. This moment and episode is important in view of the fact that
the action was inter-confessional, and even if we are talking about a family of
Pentostar evangelists, the leaders of churches of any grit or confession have given
their hands have trampled on their feet the dogmatic and ritual egos and cavities
that separated them because this one let the family be reunited.

The Jerusalem of the Romanian Orthodox Church that was most involved in
helping the Bodnariu spouses is Macarie Dragoi, the Episcopate of Northern Eu-
rope, who made several pastoral visits to Norway for this purpose. In an interview
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with Mediafax news agency, Bishop Macarie expressed his natural concern about
how the relevant Norwegian authorities did so, stressing that there was an atmos-
phere of solidarity on the part of Orthodox families established in the Nordic coun-
tries that faced similar problems. The separation of children from parents cannot
be considered as a measure taken in the interests of children.

The one who was noticed by an official communiqué, for the unconditional
support of the Bodnariu spouses, for the recovery of children’s custody, was the
Patriarch of the Romanian Orthodox Church, PS. Daniel, who also issued an official
communigué from the Romanian Patriarchy at the end of 2076, still on the Trinitas
site. In order not to distort the message of solidarity, civic involvement and uncon-
ditional support to the hard-pressed evangelical family, we continue to replay the
entire official communiqué:

“The Romanian Patriarchy has noted with concern the critical situation of the
Bodnariu family in Norway due to the forced separation of the five children from
their parents, following the decision of the Norwegian local authorities.

We believe that, irrespective of the legal grounds invoked by the authorities, the
role of parents and the family must remain a priority in bringing up and educating
children, which does not exclude cooperation with the state. From this perspec-
tive, the Church continuously supports the family as the natural framework for the
birth, breeding and education of children in the spirit of fundamental values for
the European culture and civilization of Christian origin.

We hope that an objective analysis of the Bodnariu case by Norwegian respon-
sible factors will lead to the natural reintegration of the five children into the family
where they were born and raised.”

Bishop Macarie, on a personal visit to the Bodnariu spouses in 2016, spoke
about the dramas and trauma caused both to children and parents by the separa-
tions dictated by Barnunnet, and the Orthodox family Nan was in the same situa-
tion. Even where there are problems and difficulties, the most suitable environment
for the upbringing and education of children is the family one, where there is love,
devotion and faith. Beyond dry procedures, interventions in force, figures and laws
applied in the letter, the competent authorities should also consider harmonious
cooperation with families and the Church:

“Each of us from the position and service to which we are called: State, Church,
family, friends, responsible citizens, we have a moral obligation to uphold tradition-
al family values and to find solutions for them to be cultivated in the interests of
children, while respecting the cultural and spiritual aspects to which the parents
adhere. We have a moral obligation to ensure that the clash of purely institutional
approaches does not reduce relations in society to administrative procedures and
statistical data. We must not forget that in these situations we are talking about
people, fragile souls, and understanding the situation they are going through also
depends on the fate of future generations of European citizens.”

On the other hand, there were other voices, especially from journalists, who
criticized the way the Orthodox Church and Protestant churches were involved
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from a civic point of view in helping the Bodnariu and Nan families, believing
that everything was an exaggeration. Of course, everyone is free to think how he
wishes and not to agree to one or other position of the various churches, But the
free vices against their cults and civic involvement seem rather to be drawn from
a neomarxist trend that would like religious leaders not to be active in civic life
and in the heart of the poles as human cities, but confined somewhere in a strictly
religious and cultural bubble. just prayer.

This kind of thinking and interpretation of facts also included political analyst
Cristian Parvulescu, who is permanently invited to numerous TV stations, who is
considered to be a man who can influence a certain kind of thinking and to be the
voice of a genuine Europeanism and Atlanticism. Regardless of the qualities of a
political junturalist and analyst and name, perhaps even an honorable one, the civ-
ic actions of the Orthodox Church and Protestant churches cannot be considered
anti-European, anti-western, inciting and directed against human rights.

During 2016, numerous civic protests took place in Romania, in the big cities,
in support of the Bodnariu family, organized mainly by Protestant communities, in
which many Orthodox Christians participated, at the official request of the Ortho-
dox Church, which affirmed its public support for the settlement of this drama.
Several months later, under pressure from public opinion, numerous NGOs, church-
es, children were returned back to their family, and Marius and Ruth Bodnariu
chose to establish themselves in Romania.

Meanwhile, many journalists have sought to show the other side of the coin,
namely the competence of those working in the Barnevernet case in Norway, or
the lack of competence, the more or less flawed way in which employed psycholo-
gists make the psychological portrait of parents and assess children and how only
the letter of the law applies. One of the most courageous reports, which also made
extremely courageous revelations about the very morality of some of the Barnun-
net employees, was carried out by renowned British journalist Tim Whewell, for the
BBC. In his analysis, the British journalist revealed, in detail, the dramas of countless
families, the excessive zeal of Norwegian magistrates and social workers, and many
aspects of the honesty of the decisions taken to the detriment of families who
have been deprived of their parental rights.

Apart from the political, cultural, legislative and emotional aspects of this case,
which was very much publicized during the years 2016-2018, the solidarity shown
by the members of the Romanian churches, and especially their leaders, remains
in memory. To the pleasant surprise of Protestant communities, the Romanian Or-
thodox Church has taken all-in-one, showing civic spirit. Orthodox bishops such as
Macarie or Patriarch Daniel have campaigned to help the Bodnariu family, testifying
about solidarity, support, understanding the needs of their neighbor regardless of
nationality or confession. It remains to be seen how the churches will react from
a civic point of view to other challenges, such as health, economic crises, canel
culture phenomena or aggressive neo-Marxist policies that would enjoy seeing
religious leaders silenced or discredited.
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Conclusions

We have been able to see during this analytical and descriptive incursion the
role that the church can play in the history of a Community and even on a global
scale. The study did not essentially deal with a new theme because as we have
shown during the work — the church was more and more often in the middle of
the city. The novelty of this study lies in the new societal paradigm as regards the
place of the church in the world and the necessary or imposed censorship. The
Bodnariu case can be repeated at any time given that, as the great British sociol-
ogist of Bauman Polish origin said: The planet has begun to turn into a diaspora
archipelago, and the identities reached on the archipelagos can generate unpro-
posed crises. The clash of civilizations has become niches of identities and values.
There is little thing to do in the middle of the winter season protests around the
world or wherever there was a trace of Romanian who wanted to act and plead
for both a spiritual, family cause and a cause belonging to the national. The Church
has started this long-standing approach of working together at the level of high
diplomacy, lobby structures, peaceful protests, letters, dialogs and everything that
the influence of Romanians at the international level could mean, as well as inter-
pretations of human rights and international law.

Crises, regardless of their order, can be achieved through an overlap between
civil society and the church through an effort of an ecumenical nature — the phe-
nomenon of Bodnariu-Barnunnet opens up other research niches. After all, civil
society also has the role to play in removing the barriers that are necessary to the
proposed development. The role of civil society in strengthening democracy is
enormous, but here it is that in matters involving elements of morality and belief,
success can only be ensured in a major socio-political overlap between civil society
and the church.

In another register, | do not believe that Members and senators of different
colors and beliefs or senior clergy would have put themselves at the same table
of international and diplomatic negotiations without having felt the mission and
responsibility resulting from the overlap between the church and civil society.
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The RoLe of THE NoN-PROFIT SECTOR AND THE CHURCHES IN
THE INSTITUTION-BUILDING STRATEGY OF THE HunGARIAN MiNo-
RITY OF TRANSYLVANIA IN THE PosT-coMMuNIST PERIOD

Dénes Kiss

B Researches considering the non-profit sector has mostly been conducted at the
level of nation-states and national societies. Researches on the global non-profit
sector are also relatively common, but research regarding the non-profit organiza-
tions of sub-national social units, including ethnic minorities, and their non-profit
sector is rather uncommon. However, various social groups, including ethnic mi-
norities, which have less access to, or presume to have less access to the resources
provided by the public sector, often make use of the opportunities provided by
the non-profit sector to meet their social needs. Of course, the establishment of
non-governmental organizations is only one of the solutions enabling the ethnic
minority groups to meet their special needs, as this is also possible by transforming
public institutions into ethnic organizations. Depending on the relationship with
the majority, state-funded minority ethnic institutions (cultural institutions, political
parties, etc.) may be established. On the other hand, public institutions that have
not been established for such a purpose (local organizations of the administrative
system, churches, etc.) may also function as minority institutions in practice. Sim-
ilarly, economic organizations can function as ethnic organizations if the minority
community can provide them with a suitable market demand — as the literature on
the ethnic economy provides ample documentation.

The social needs and requirements of an ethnic community living in a minority
may therefore differ from the needs of the majority, and members of the commu-
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nity may seek a solution to these needs by exploiting the opportunities provided
by the state, market and non-profit sectors, building their own ethnic institutional
system. In my study | show how this institution building process looked like for
Hungarians in Romania. By presenting the system of minority institutions, | argue
that the importance of the non-profit sector in this case is greater than in the case
of the majority society. The case study also highlights that the structure of the
resulting minority non-profit sector differs from the majority non-profit sectors
in several respects. On the one hand, due to the fact that the financing of this
non-profit sector is not linked to one, but to two public financing systems, inter-
mediary organizations are gaining more importance. On the other hand it differs
from the majority non-profit sectors in that churches are gaining a more important
role than usual, as a result of which the segment of church-affiliated organizations
in the minority non-profit sector is outstandingly large. In the first part of my
study, based on the literature on minority nonprofit sectors, | seek to answer the
question of whether we can talk about a minority non-profit sector at all, how
to define an ethnic minority non-profit sector, and whether the characteristics of
minority non-profit sectors differ from those of the majority.

Is there an ethnic or national minority non-profit sector?

Weisbrod was among the first to draw attention to the prominent role of
nonprofits for ethnic minorities. If one of the basic structural functions of the
non-profit sector is to meet social needs that the public sector for some reason
does not meet satisfactorily, it is reasonable to assume that the less social group
is able to access public goods, and the members of the most dissatisfied with
them seek to produce these public goods on their own — an idea that forms the
basis of Weisbrod’s (1988) thesis of heterogeneity. According to this, the more
heterogeneous a population, the more differentiated public services it desires, so
more segments there are dissatisfied with the public goods produced by the state,
which are less differentiated compared to their needs. As a result, the more het-
erogeneous a population is, the larger the size of the non-profit sector is created
and operated. Ethnic and national differences, among other social, linguistic and
cultural factors etc., are the source of this heterogeneity.

Thus, for example, members of an ethnic minority often have a need for educa-
tion in their own language, which is rarely provided by a state based on the needs
of the majority, which is why non-profit organizations with an educational profile
are more common among minorities (Bielefeld 2000: 2). However, the thesis of
heterogeneity has not been clearly supported by empirical analyzes, some have
shown, for example, that ethnic and linguistic heterogeneity can also lead to a
decline in overall trust, which tends to lead to underdevelopment of the non-profit
sector (Anderson—Paskeviciute 2006).
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Other authors have pointed to the paramount importance of minority organ-
izations from other perspectives as well. Thus, Hula and co-authors discuss the
fact that members of ethnic minorities are often able to achieve political success
and, as a result take local or regional positions, in which case they encounter gov-
ernance difficulties that majority politicians do not usually have to deal with. To
increase their governance efficiency, however, they can successfully establish and
operate non-profits that assist in governance, take over or complement certain
functions of the public sector (Hula et al. 2001). In addition to NGOs established
for this purpose, other authors report on the successful operation of minority
organizations in other areas. Crastocea (2013) examines minority organizations
involved in the implementation of political representation. U. S. analyzes show
the importance of ethnic organizations across a wide range of services — health,
education, mental health, job search, and services for children and families (Jenkins
1981; Vu 2008). Jenkins is also developing a set of criteria by which an NGO can
be considered an ethnic organization. According to him, an ethnic organization (a)
primarily serves members of the ethnic group, (b) the team active in the organi-
zation belongs to the same ethnic group it serves, (c) the members of that ethnic
group form a majority in the leadership of the organization, (d) the organization
is supported by an ethnic group or ethnic power structure, (e) its programs and
services have an ethnic component, (f) it promotes the well-being of families of
the ethnic group, and (g) its ideology includes some elements for maintaining a
minority identity, and the participation of the minority in decision-making (Jenkins
1981, quoting Vu 2008).

Vu, relying in part on Jenkins, is also developing a possible definition of ethnic
organizations. According to him, we can talk about ethnic organizations in cases
when:

(1) the organization’s staff and management are largely members of a particular
ethnic group. Due to this, through the visible, experiential cultural similarity (ap-
pearance, language), the organization provides a sense of homeliness to the
members of the ethnic group who come into contact with the organization;

(2) the organization usually complements its core service with a cultural
component, e.g. by holding special holidays for the group, which also strength-
ens ethnic awareness and identity;

(3) the organization also has a community-building function, meaning community-
building activities, practices, and policies that reinforce interactions between
individuals, groups, and organizations within the group and their relationship to
the surrounding geographic location;

(4) and finally, since ethnic organizations are usually formed in places where a
given ethnic population is concentrated, their extent is generally smaller (local
or regional) compared to mainstream organizations (Vu 2008: 6-8).
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Diversity of ethnic minority institutional systems and nonprofit sectors

Thus, based on the literature, there is no doubt that we can talk about minority
non-profit sectors. Beyond the definitions, however, we know little about how
these are like. Are they different from the majority non-profit sectors in terms of
their main characteristics? This question is difficult, if not impossible, to answer for
two reasons. On the one hand, the national non-profit sectors are very diverse,
and on the other hand, the minority non-profit sectors can also be very diverse. A
typology of national non-profit sectors (i.e. non-profit sectors of majority ethnic
groups) was developed by Solomon et al. (2003). For this purpose, a distinction
was made between types of organizations with a service function and those with
an expressive function. Service organizations were defined as those that provide
services not primarily to their members but to others (educational, health and
social organizations), while expressive NGOs serve the direct interests of those in-
volved in their activities, expressing their interests and value commitments. Based
on this distinction, as well as the finance of the organizations and the size of the
sector, the authors distinguish three types of national non-profit sectors (Salamon
et al. 2003: 33-50).

The non-profit sectors typical of Western and Southern European countries
are called the model of the European-style welfare partnership. In these countries,
the non-profit sector is large, dominated by service organizations, and operates
primarily from public funds. Historically, this type has developed as a result of the
strengthening of cooperation between the state and the non-profit sector, during
which states have delegated a significant part of social services to the non-profit
sector, providing them with adequate resources.

The other type is the non-profit sectors of the Scandinavian countries, which
are also typically large, dominated by organizations with an expressive function,
and whose financial maintenance is mainly based on their own revenues. The
emergence of this type is explained by the fact that the Scandinavian states imple-
ment a wide-ranging welfare policy, making it unnecessary for non-governmental
organizations with a service function to gain ground. As a result, organizations
with expressive functions are dominant in these nonprofit sectors. However, due
to their strong tradition of self-organization, these organizations rely little on the
state and state subsidies.

The non-profit sectors of the post-communist region are a third type. Expres-
sive organizations also predominate in this region, but compared to the previous
two types, the non-profit sector is significantly smaller in these countries, and own
revenues are the most important among the financial resources that ensure its
operation. The authors see the development of these characteristics in the com-
munist past: the socialist welfare states strictly expropriated the service functions,
so only the civic self-organizations of an expressive-representative nature could
survive. However, the authorities also limited their operation, as a result of which
the formal non-profit sector virtually disappeared during the socialist decades.
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Although the number of NGOs began to grow after the change of regime, espe-
cially those of expressive-representative organizations, the size of the post-com-
munist non-profit sectors is still far behind that of the non-profit sectors of West-
ern Europe or the Scandinavian countries.

The nature of national non-profit sectors is thus determined by a number of
factors, such as the tradition of self-organization and the state’s attitude towards
social services and self-organization. For this, there is reason to believe that, like
national non-profit sectors, minority non-profit sectors can be very diverse. In an
earlier study, based on the analysis of national minority organizations in Romania,
| showed that the institutional system of these minorities, including the non-profit
sector, is affected by factors such as minority size, territorial concentration, rural
or urban nature, strength of ethnic culture (above all, the level of knowledge of
the language) and the existence of a kin state. Taking into account these factors,
with the same attitude of the state (since the studied minorities all built their own
institutional system under the Romanian Association Act), | distinguished four
types of minority institutional systems, in which the minority non-profit sectors
have different characteristics. (1) One type was the institutional system of small,
rural minorities.

If members of an ethnic minority live predominantly in villages with low-
er-than-average educational attainment (and this is the case in Romania), there
are not enough skilled people in the community to operate the various institutions.
Furthermore, since most public institutions are not local, they are not usually part
of the ethnic institutional system. Thus, the ethnic institutional system is mostly
made up of non-profit cultural organizations, which very often operate in an in-
formal form, as the establishment of formal non-profit organizations is also neg-
atively affected by the relative lack of higher educated people. (2) In the case of
minorities forming urban communities with a larger population, the administrative
structures of the public institutions may not function as ethnic organizations, but
the public educational and cultural institutions may, for which the ethnic group
may already have the necessary human resources. The ethnic non-profit sector
linked to the institutional system is already more formal. (3) The ethnic organiza-
tions of the minorities, which are also more urban but are scattered in a diaspora,
have the least separate institutional system from the majority ethnic group. Com-
pared to the previous type, their institutions are much more limited to the cultural
sphere and usually address the members of the majority through their programs
— based on this, | called this type of institutional system a ‘multicultural service
provider’ model. (4) In the case of large minorities, on the other hand, the system
of minority institutions, just like in the case of the ethnic majority, tries to cover all
areas of social life, therefore | have named this type the model of ‘parallel society’.
This is achieved in part through the operation of local and regional branches of
public institutions as ethnic organizations, in part through the provision of certain
services through economic organizations, and finally in part through an exten-
sive non-profit sector. It maintains its non-profit sector partly with domestic and
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partly with kinstate public funding. Kinstate funding can also be decisive in the
case of the previous types; in the case of the existence of an actively supporting
motherland, the system of minority institutions, especially its non-profit part, is
significantly more developed (Kiss 2010: 9-3). We formulated this model of parallel
society for the Hungarian minority in Romania. In the next part of the paper, I will
attempt to present this case in more detail.

Institutional system and non-profit sector of the Hungarian minority in Romania

Most of the Hungarians in Romania, one of the largest ethnic minorities in Eu-
rope, live in the western region of the country, Transylvania. The ethnic community
of more than 1,2 million in 2011 became a minority as a result of the annexation of
Transylvania to Romania after the First World War, before which it was the domi-
nant ethnic group. In order to compensate for the social disadvantages associated
with minority status, the creation of a minority society with its own institutional
system and parallel to the majority society has been formulated as a political
program from the very beginning (Sulyok 1931). From this point, the creation and
maintenance of an institutional system that takes care of the members of the mi-
nority in as many areas of the everyday life as possible will become a permanent
explicit or implicit goal of the Hungarian elites in Transylvania in different periods.
This ‘social program’ has repeatedly resulted in strong institutionalization process-
es depending on the change in the political context. The literature reports such
periods of institutionalization in the periods after 1945, after 1968, as well as after
the change of regime in 1989 (Bir6 1998).

Several attempts have been made to analyze the post-communist Hungarian
minority’s institutional system in Transylvania (Biré 1998; Kiss 2006; Székely 2012;
Kiss—Kiss 2018). In distinguishing Hungarian ethnic organizations from majority
organizations, these authors most often considered the use of language to be
an indicator of the ethnic nature of the organizations, in addition to the ethnic
affiliation of those working in the organization. An organization is therefore con-
sidered to belong to the Hungarian institutional system if its members and staff
use Hungarian in their daily operations, and Hungarian is the ‘'unmarked’ language
used in its own institutional space. If these criteria are met, a given institution can
be considered part of the Hungarian institutional system even if the reference to
its ethnic nature does not appear explicitly in its objectives. For example, a leisure
association operating in a region largely inhabited by Hungarians is part of the
Hungarian institutional system even if its Hungarian character does not appear in
its founding document, as in this case the founders take it for granted that the
organization will operate for the ethnic community.

The Hungarian minority’s institutional system in Romania thus defined consists
of public institutions, economic institutions and non-governmental organizations.
Some state institutions are officially minority institutions, as the Romanian state
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maintains a number of Hungarian-language schools, university departments, theat-
ers and media outlets for members of the minority. Another category of public
institutions is not formally a minority institution, but since it is located in a settle-
ment or region where the Hungarian population forms a local or regional majority,
it also operates as a minority institution. Examples are local and regional branches
of municipalities and the institutions they maintain (e.qg. libraries, cultural centers),
which are also considered by members of the minority as their own institutions.
In contrast, in areas where Hungarians live locally in a minority or scattered, public
administration institutions already operate as majority institutions, so in these sit-
uations the minority institutional system consists primarily of non-governmental
organizations and churches.

As the legal basis for state-funded institutions for minorities is the preserva-
tion of the cultural identity of the minority, these institutions are largely limited
to serving the cultural needs of the minority. On the other hand, as we have said,
the aim of the Hungarian minority is to create the conditions for a more complete,
parallel society, so that its needs extend to the full range of social services. These
needs can thus be met with the help of economic or non-profit organizations.
However, as even a relatively large minority is able to generate market demand for
only a small number of services, the minority economic sector is relatively small.
Thus, the most frequently used solution remains the establishment of non-profit
organizations, as a result of which the non-profit sector is gaining prominence in
the minority institutional system.

Funding from the public sector plays a prominent role in maintaining the Hun-
garian non-profit sector in Transylvania. The Romanian state, on the one hand,
supports non-profit cultural organizations and, less frequently, companies (e.g.
publishers) through the organization representing the political representation of
minorities (Democratic Union of Hungarians from Romania, hereinafter referred
to as DAHR), and on the other hand in areas whose funding is little influenced by
ethnicity (such as the social assistance sphere) also have access to public resourc-
es. The peculiarity of the Hungarian minority in Transylvania is that it has a sup-
porting kinstate, which also supports the minority institutional system. Thus, the
maintenance of its institutional system is partly financed by the Romanian state
and partly by the Hungarian state. The extent of the contribution of these two
financing parties to the maintenance of the minority institutional system and their
relative proportions varies over time. The importance of Romanian state resourc-
es increases during periods when the minority political party participates in the
government, while it decreases when it gets into opposition. Similarly, the level of
Hungarian public funding varies, increasing when parties that are more generous
to Hungarian minorities torn to other countries come to power, and decreasing
when parties that are less sympathetic to Hungarian minorities living outside Hun-
gary come to power.

According to some calculations, during the three post-communist decades,
there were also periods in which the amount of Hungarian state subsidies within
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the funds intended for the maintenance of the Hungarian non-profit minority sec-
tor in Transylvania exceeded that paid by the Romanian state!

One of the characteristics of the system of minority institutions outlined above
is that it is ‘systemic’, with the aim that “all spheres of the perceived or real phys-
ical, social and mental space of the Hungarian minority society in Romania should
be covered by institutions” (Bird 1998: 22). Within this institutional system striving
for full coverage, several sub-units and ‘subsystems’ of the entire institutional
system can be distinguished on the basis of the orientation of the activities of the
organizations.2 In an earlier analysis, we identified eight spheres of minority soci-
ety that operate within a highly autonomous organizational framework: politics,
public administration, educational research, religious life, social welfare, cultural life,
media, and sports and leisure.

These subsystems do not cover all areas of minority life, and some of its areas,
such as the economy or health, are typically organized within non-minority institu-
tions. The number of subsystems may vary over time, depending on the extent to
which each type of activity takes place within independent institutions, so that, for
example, the institutional framework for sport activities has not been a separate
subsystem for a long time. In recent years, however, their ethnic autonomy has
been significantly strengthened (Kiss—Kiss 2018). The following figure outlines the
structure of a minority institutional system consisting of three sectors and eight
subsystems.

Figure 1. The structure of the Hungarian minority institutional system in Romania
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Following: Kiss, T.-Kiss, D. 2018.
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The impact of double state funding on the structure of the Hungarian non-profit
sector in Romania

The non-profit sector of the minority institutional system in question has neg-
ligible own revenues, similar to the national non-profit sectors of Eastern Europe.
Economic actors also hardly participate in its financing, so it is maintained primarily
from state resources. Following the accession to the European Union, EU funding
has also become available, but it is also largely available through state-level state
institutions. We do not have recent data on the origin of the financial resources
of the Hungarian non-profit sector in Transylvania, but according to a 2006 survey
conducted among organizations, the most important sources of revenue for 576
percent of the organizations came from the public sector. A similar study three
years later found that rate was even higher at 62,5% (Kiss 2010).

Table 1. The most important source of income for Hungarian non-profit organizations in Romania.

2006 2009
Public sector 576 62,5
Public sector — Romanian 25,2 444
Public sector — not Romanian 324 18,1
Private sector 18,1 22,7
Own income 16,3 104
Other sources 81 44

Based on Kiss 2010.

Dividing public sector resources into domestic and non-domestic categories, in
2006 more than half of these came from non-domestic sources. As EU funds were
barely available at that time, most of them cover subsidies from Hungary. As it can
be seen from the table, the share of domestic and non-domestic public money
will change significantly in the coming years. On the one hand, this is due to the
fact that the party ensuring the political representation of the Hungarian minority
is becoming one of the governing parties in the meantime, as a result of which
domestic state resources will become more accessible. On the other hand, the
change in the financing of non-profits is reinforced by the fact that in this period
the parties pursuing a more supportive policy towards Hungarian minorities in
Hungary are in opposition. In the following period, however, the political situation
in the two countries in terms of supporting the Hungarian non-profit sector in
Romania will turn around. In Romania, Hungarians are excluded from government
for a long time, while in Hungary, political forces supporting minorities come to
power for a long time and with a significant parliamentary majority.
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For the period beginning here, data similar to the above are unfortunately not
available, but the change in the composition of resources is well indicated by the
increase in subsidies to Romania from the Hungarian public sector fund Bethlen
Gabor Alap (BGA): subsidies from these funds increased continuously after 2010,
then after 2016, they have multiplied (Morauszki 2020). Thus, it can be assumed
that nowadays the resources from the public sector (domestic, Hungarian and EU)
form the basis of the Hungarian minority non-profit sector and the whole minority
institutional system in Romania to a greater extent than in any previous period.

This high proportion of public funding results in the increased importance of
intermediary organizations in the minority non-profit sector. Compared to ‘grass-
roots’, or participatory organizations, these are non-membership organizations
whose main function is to connect the beneficiaries of their activities with the
level of supporters (Caroll 1992: 11). Romanian state resources play a significant
role especially in the case of public institutions operating as ethnic minority or-
ganizations. These reach the target institutions in the form of direct funding, in
which respect the non-profit sector is not of paramount importance. Thus, the
local governments operating as Hungarian institutions are directly connected to
the national public administration system. They use their resources themselves and
pass on only a small amount of resources to grassroot nonprofits. The largest mi-
nority political party, which also has parliamentary representation, receives direct
state funding. Hungarian educational institutions (with the exception of a Hungar-
ian state-founded private university) are all directly subsidized state institutions. In
the case of the social subsystem, accredited, non-profit institutions already play
a much larger role, but their Romanian state funding is also provided directly to
them through deconcentrated state institutions. Indirect funding using non-profit
organizations is found mainly in the cultural, mass media and educational subsys-
tems, where the NGO in charge of mediating state resources is the Communitas
Foundation, set up and controlled by the political party providing parliamentary
representation for the minority group.

Similarly, Hungarian state resources can be found for all subsystems mentioned.
Instead of direct funding, in some cases we can find funding through Hungarian
close-to-government foundations (BGA), but the typical mechanism of funding is
the involvement of a non-profit intermediary organization operating in Romania.
Such organizations are found in all subsystems,? but also in areas that are not eth-
nically autonomous (economy and health)?

Intermediary organizations therefore play an important role and are a
broad-spectrum, typical player in the minority non-profit sector. There are several
attempts in the literature to identify its types. QUANGOs are abbreviated to qua-
si-governmental NGOs as intermediary organizations that are mandated to spend
or distribute public funds within a country and that, although established by the
state, still have some independence from elected politicians (Greve et al. 1999:
130). Regarding organizations that mediate cross-border funding, we can find
GONGO- and DONGO-type organizations. The former covers organizations set up
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(and controlled) by a government to receive external aid and is named after the
acronym Government Organized NGO. The latter is a name referring to organiza-
tions

Donor Organized NGO (Gordenker—Weis 1995: 360-361). The Hungarian in-
termediary organizations in Romania reviewed above show similarities with the
QUANGO and DONGO types, but they also differ significantly from both. The clos-
est to QUANGO is the Communitas Foundation, which is responsible for distribut-
ing grants for cultural purposes. However, its founder is not the Romanian govern-
ment, but the ethnic party representing the Hungarian minority, which appoints its
board of trustees and the bodies that review applications, over whose decisions it
has no direct control (at least there are no criticisms in the media). Compared to
the QUANGO in the literature, it is thus a kind of special, minority QUANGO, which
enjoys a high degree of autonomy on the part of the majority state.

The organizations involved in the mediation of funding from the kinstate are,
without exception, non-profit organizations founded in Romania, mostly foun-
dations and Hungarian churches. Most of the foundations (in some cases asso-
ciations or federations) were not originally set up for this intermediary role, but
some were set up for this purpose from the outset. As these are organizations
registered and operating in Romania, their decision-making bodies include only
Romanian citizens of Hungarian ethnicity.

Thus, we cannot talk about their formal dependence on supporters in any
case, instead the strength and reliability of informal relations is the basis for the
predictability of cooperation. These are therefore QUANGO organizations based
on a kind of patron-client system, in which case if the relationship between the
sponsor and the organization deteriorates, it is not the unreliable members of the
decision-making bodies of the organization that are replaced, but the intermediary
organization itself (this, in turn, can trigger the ‘voluntary’ replacement of those
who have become politically undesirable). This informal nature of the relationship
between the patron client QUANGOs and the funder is a source of instability for
the institutional system as a whole.

A special type of intermediary organization is also the churches which, for his-
torical reasons, are primarily or exclusively connected to the Hungarian population,
i.e. their membership or the majority of them are of Hungarian ethnicity. Their
role as mediators intensified after 2016, and the two districts of the Reformed
Church and the various dioceses of the Roman Catholic Church became the organ-
izations receiving the greatest support from the Hungarian state. Most of these
grants were not used for religious activities but for social activities carried out by
themselves, or forwarded to other organizations. In the following, we will discuss
in more detail the specific role of churches in the Hungarian non-profit sector in
Romania and in the entire minority institutional system.
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~The prominent role of the religious subsystem and the churches in the Hungarian
minority’s institutional system and non-profit sector in Romania

Churches and secular non-profits are historically closely intertwined and show
many structural similarities from an organizational perspective (Hall 1990, in Cor-
mode 1994). Researchers in the non-profit sector generally consider churches to
be non-profits, so they form a separate main category in the international classi-
fication system of NGOs (Salamon—Anheier 1996). Nevertheless, the finding more
than two decades ago that, while theoretically considered to be part of the sector,
they are almost completely excluded from the analyzes still seems valid (Cor-
mode 1994). Analysts in the nonprofit sector in Romania generally do not consider
churches to be part of the nonprofit sector® but at the same time they appear
as key players in social economy analyzes that otherwise cover almost exclusively
nonprofits (Conovici 2013). If we look at the Hungarian churches in Romania, their
classification into the state, non-profit or market sectors is not clear at all. Based
on their legal status, they are neither state nor non-profit organizations, as their
establishment and operation are not regulated by the law of non-governmental
organizations, but by the law of religions.® From the point of view of organization-
al sociology, they have both state and civic characteristics. While we are faced with
bureaucratic organizations with redistributive functions at higher organizational
levels, local organizations are much more civic in nature, playing a significant role
in organizing and integrating local communities. Due to the ecclesiastical religiosity
typical to Hungarians in Transylvania (Kiss 2020), people participate in the admin-
istrative affairs of congregations, so their participatory nature is also strong. Based
on these, in the triple category system of the state — non-profit sector — market,
the Hungarian churches in Romania can be located somewhere at the meeting
point of the public sector and the non-profit sector.

The outstanding significance of the churches in the Hungarian minority's institu-
tional system in Romania can be traced back to several reasons. On the one hand,
they play a significant integrative role in organizational terms. The three churches
already mentioned, the Reformed, Catholic and Unitarian churches, integrate more
than 90% of the total Hungarian population. In addition to the fact that the vast
majority of their members are of Hungarian ethnicity, their ethnic character is also
emphasized by the fact that they use Hungarian not only in their spoken language
but also in their official (written) administration. In addition to organizational inte-
gration, these churches also cover the minority population almost entirely in terms
of territory, and small local communities of a few dozen people are also part of
the church structure. Finally, their role as intermediaries between Hungarian state
resources and minority communities also contributes to the importance of church-
es. Their becoming as an intermediary organization can be traced back to several
factors. Due to their organizational and territorial integrating function, their social
legitimacy is outstanding, due to their size they are more stable than non-profit
organizations, and due to their special legal status, they have more autonomy to-

88 CiviL REVUE = SPeciaL 1ssue 2022



COMMUNITIES AND CIVIL SOCIETY m

wards the state than ordinary non-profit organizations (Varga 2014).

Due to the mediating function of the churches, the significance of the religious
subsystem in the minority’s institutional system goes beyond itself, by having a
complex relationship with many other subsystems. Several subsystems of the Hun-
garian institutional system in Transylvania owe their relative autonomy towards the
majority society to their cooperation with the churches. In the following figure we
have outlined the institutional areas that are related to the religious subsystem. As
one can see, only in the case of the political subsystem there can be not found
institutional mergers between political and religious organizations.

Figure 2. Overlaps of the religious subsystem with other subsystems
of the minority institutional system
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The most complex ecclesiastical presence is found in the case of the education
subsystem, in which the churches play an important role in the public, non-profit
and for-profit sectors. Minority churches appear as bridges in relation to both
states. While they are important partners for the Romanian state as owners of
school buildings, they play a mediating role between the minority community and
the Hungarian state. As is well known, during the socialist nationalization, church
schools were abolished and school buildings were nationalized. After the change
of regime in 1989, most of them returned to the ownership of the churches, and
either a Hungarian-language state educational institution is still operating in them,
or a church school was re-established. The re-established ecclesiastical schools are
important pillars of the Hungarian minority's education system, in which education
ranges from kindergarten to high school, and in terms of their profile they have a
varied offer, and only one of them offers solely theological education. In fact, even
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in this case, the institutions themselves are state institutions, at least in the sense
that their financial maintainer is the Romanian state. Their ecclesiastical character
is realized by the fact that, according to a special protocol concluded between
each church and the Ministry of Education, the churches are represented in the
school boards. Through this presence, they also have a say in important decisions
concerning schools (such as the selection of principals, formally approving the
faculty members, the introduction of religious and moral education, etc.). From
the point of view of the Hungarian ethnic nature of the institutions, the most im-
portant consequence of the church presence in the educational subsystem is that
Hungarian control over the operation of these public schools is realized, which pre-
vents, for example, attempts to transform schools into majority institutions, their
‘Romanization’, which is the centuries-old horror of the Hungarian minority. The
relationship between the churches and the state is broadly similar in cases where
there is a non-ecclesiastical Hungarian-language public school in the church prop-
erty, as the educational institution operates in property leased from the church in
these situations, and the leases can be terminated if the state changes the institu-
tion in a way that is unacceptable to the owner churches.

In addition to their role in the relationship between the minority education
system and the Romanian state, the churches also have a bridging role in the re-
lationship between the minority education system and the Hungarian state. This
is necessary because, although the primary maintainer of the above-mentioned
Hungarian church and state educational institutions is the Romanian state, the
infrastructure providing space for education, the burden of maintaining and de-
veloping church-owned buildings lies with their owners, i.e. the churches. Churches
can achieve this by using Hungarian state resources. What's more, in addition to
the existing buildings, the motherland also funded the construction of a number
of new church properties for educational purposes. In these cases, the user of
the funding is directly the funded church, which contracts with various companies
(frequently church-affiliated), to carry out the necessary work, and non-profit or-
ganizations are rarely involved.

This intermediary role of the churches is equally important in minority higher
education, in which case the role of the Hungarian state is also significant. Most of
the Hungarian higher education in Romania takes place in the Hungarian-language
institutes of a Romanian state university, but it is partly implemented through the
operation of a private university, Sapientia University, established and maintained
by the Hungarian state. This university is funded through non-profit intermedi-
ary organizations founded by the Hungarian historical churches and whose board
members are appointed by the churches (Sapientia Foundation and Partium Chris-
tian University Foundation).

In the case of both secondary and tertiary Hungarian education, there are also a
number of dormitories maintained by churches. These are the churches’ own insti-
tutions, not only as real estate but also as institutions, which are largely maintained
from their own resources. Finally, the role of churches in the education system of
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small, rural settlements should be mentioned. In these small settlements, there are
usually only elementary and primary schools, and in some cases the properties
are church-owned. In these cases, too, the churches seek to raise funds for their
maintenance. The special feature of these cases is that, among the funds mediated
by the churches, the financial support of congregations of western countries and
the fundraising are becoming more important than the Hungarian state funds.
However, these cases appear to be relatively rare.

We can find completely different forms of church presence in the field of so-
cial welfare. The largest players in this sphere are church-based, non-profit social
organizations whose services have received state accreditation. Being non-profit
institutions established by Hungarian historical churches, they are considered to
be entirely Hungarian organizations. Their personnel policy is completely autono-
mous, so they operate almost entirely with Hungarian staff and their target audi-
ence is almost entirely Hungarian. As service providers, they provide social services
outsourced by the state to those in need, so one of their most important support-
ers is the Romanian state, which accesses resources through deconcentrated state
institutions (county councils, local governments). In addition, some of the costs are
applied for at church charities in Western Europe. Their access to the latter resourc-
es is due to their church affiliation, as are grants from domestic church fundraisers.
In this subsystem as well — moving towards the local level — social organizations
are becoming less and less institutionalized, so they are less visible, but they are
becoming more and more directly organized and managed by the church, and due
to their frequency, they are also of great importance.

In the case of the cultural subsystem, churches may play an important role in
supporting the ecclesiastical arts. Their activity in the preservation of the built
heritage is outstanding in this field, which is mainly focused on the restoration and
maintenance of churches of architectural and artistic value. As the Byzantine eccle-
siastical tradition of the Romanian majority followed completely different stylistic
trends than that of the Protestant and Roman Catholic Hungarians, who followed
Western European trends in this field, the elements of the built heritage are also
important ethnic symbols. Romanian state and European Union funds are also
available for their maintenance, but in the last decade the subsidies provided by
the Hungarian state for this purpose have become more significant. Churches are
the recipients and usually the direct users of grants for the maintenance of historic
church buildings and other ecclesiastical buildings. In addition to these, churches
are less often involved in the rescue and restoration of civilian buildings. Such cases
occurred mainly in the case of listed monument-castles of aristocratic families. In
these cases, it is more common for an ecclesiastical NGO to act as an intermedi-
ary for the funds spent on purchases’ Churches are also important players in the
media subsystem, within which they are primarily present with their own radio
stations and their printed and electronic press products.

While the church presence in the cultural and media subsystems also has reli-
gious implications and aims, it is less so in the field of settlement and community

CiviL REVUE = SPeciaL Issue 2022 91



mz COMMUNITIES AND CIVIL SOCIETY

development related to the administrative subsystem. Institutions engaged in ac-
tivities aimed at improving the general socio-economic well-being of settlements
are included here. We can find mainly infrastructural developments, systems sup-
porting economic activities, and programs aimed at the development of human
resources in this field. In such programs, churches are mainly involved in small
settlements, but there are also institutions on a regional scale® These programs
are organized either directly by local congregations or by NGOs founded by them.®

And finally, it is worth mentioning the role of churches in organizing minority
sports. In this subsystem of the minority institutional system, which was the last
to begin to become autonomous, a number of non-profit organizations partici-
pate, most of which do not have a church background. Here, however, there are
also intermediary non-profits established by the churches, such as the foundation
involved in the organization and maintenance of the Szeklerland Hockey Academy.

Summary and conclusions

Ethnic and national minorities, depending on their relationship with majori-
ty societies, are able to establish and maintain their own institutional system to
varying degrees. In good relations, the majority state may establish minority in-
stitutions for this purpose, or minorities may use state institutions as their own,
ethnic institutions. In any case, an important framework for the establishment
and maintenance of institutions is the non-profit sector, the size of which is pos-
itively influenced by the willingness of the majority state to provide resources for
its operation, as well as if the minority has a supporting kin state. The kin state,
through its subsidies, on the one hand encourages the establishment of non-profit
organizations, and on the other hand, the means of the financing mechanism are
also non-profit organizations.

In my paper | presented the institutional system of the Hungarian minority
in Romania and the minority non-profit sector that is a part of it. Based on the
presented case, on the one hand, | tried to argue that in the case of this minority,
due to the supportive attitude of both the majority state and the motherland, the
analyzed minority non-profit sector is characterized by the presence of a signifi-
cant and diversified level of intermediary organizations. Intermediary organizations
seem to have different characteristics from those known for national non-profit
sectors. While domestic resources are mediated by a kind of minority QUANGO, in
which control is delegated by the state to minority political forces, organizations
mediating kin state resources are under stronger political control, realized through
personal connections. On the other hand, | have tried to show that churches that
operate as minority institutions play a particularly important role in the minority
institutional system. Although these institutions cannot be clearly seen as part of
the nonprofit sector, some of their specific features, such as their stability, relatively
high autonomy vis-a-vis the domestic state, and social legitimacy, make them the
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preferred intermediary organizations for the kin state. As a result, we find these
churches, or the NGOs they create, in almost every subsystem of the minority
institutional system. This involvement of churches in minority institution building
reinforces the relationship between the minority community and the churches,
which in turn may be one of the reasons for the high degree of religiosity of this
minority society.
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Notes

' A journalistic analysis comparing Romanian state subsidies to non-profits with subsidies re-
ceived by one of the Hungarian NGOs mediating state subsidies showed that in 2018 only the
amount of these Hungarian subsidies exceeded that of Romanians. (https://atlatszo.ro/tamoga-
tasok/milliardokkal-olajozott-erdekhazassag-igy-hoditotta-meg-az-rmdsz-t-a-fidesz/)

2 DiMaggio and Anheier (1990) use the term sector as the English equivalent of the subsystem
term used here. However, since the term sector is used in the literature on non-profit organiza-
tions to distinguish the legal status of organizations (public, non-profit and for-profit sectors),
we preferred to use the term subsystem.

3 The Eurotrans Foundation and the Democracy Centers play an intermediary role for the Hun-
garian parties in Transylvania. In the perhaps most resource-intensive education subsystem, we
find several intermediary organizations, such as the RMPSZ (Association of Hungarian Teachers in
Romania), the School Foundation, the Sapientia Foundation, the Pro Universitate Partium Foun-
dation, and the structures of the Reformed, Roman Catholic, Unitarian and Hungarian Lutheran
churches at various levels. In the field of sports, the Mens Sana Foundation plays an intermediary
role, and in the case of the press, the Transylvanian Media Space Association. Public administra-
tion seems to be the only subsystem in which we cannot find intermediary organizations.

4 The Pro Economica Foundation manages the funds spent by the Hungarian state to support
Hungarian agricultural entrepreneurs in Transylvania, while the Studium Prospero Foundation
manages grants for the construction of medical service housing.

> The Foundation for de Development of Civil Society (Fundatia pentru Dezvoltare Societatii
Civile) regularly produces comprehensive analyzes of the non-profit sector in Romania, which
make a significant contribution to shaping the public perception of this sector. Churches are
completely absent from these analyzes. (See e.g. Lambru, M—Vamesu, A. 2010).

¢ Law 489/2006 on religious freedom and the general regime of cults.
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7 With the help of Hungarian state subsidies, the St. Francis Foundation of Deva became the
owner of several listed monument-castells, and the Women’s Association of the Reformed
Church recently bought the Bethlen Castle in Bonyha.

8 The LAM Foundation was established by the Calvinist Parish of lllyefalva and has been suc-
cessfully operating a regional microcredit program for farmers for several decades, in addition
to organizing agricultural training and various other vocational training courses (httpsy//www.
lamilieni.ro/).

9 The Georgikon Foundation, established by the local congregation in Gyérgyfalva, Cluj county,
has played a successful role in the asphalting of the local road network, the construction of the
water and gas network, the development of local businesses and the organization of agricultural
training (http://gyorgyfalva.eu/wp/intezmenyek/).
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SociaL EnTERPRISES IN BiHOR County

Rita Pasztor—Katalin Gél

Introduction

m Addressing social issues with an entrepreneurial mindset in an innovative ap-
proach, which gives rise to the concept of the social economy. The social economy
aims to creatively combine two, traditionally opposing ideas, namely the prof-
it-making activities of the business sector and the alignment with a social mission.
The social economy connects local economic prosperity with the social needs
of local communities. Social enterprises, as the main components of the social
economy, aim to find effective solutions to achieve social goals. In this context,
the concept of enterprise does not refer solely to profit-making but also to the
subsequent use of the profit. Social enterprises represent an approach in which
people are more important than funds. Funds are the means not the goal and they
serve the development of local communities and are used to solve social problems.

The concept of social economy started to gain ground in Central and East-
ern European countries as they joined the European Union and the organizations
created mostly benefited from project-based funding, which made sustainability
unsteady (Fekete 2017). The target group for social economy interventions consists
ofthe long-term unemployed, young people starting their careers, people with dis-
abilities, people with social integration difficulties, women with caring responsibil-
ities”, as well as disadvantaged groups on labour markets (age, education, health)
(Frey 23, 2007). The social economy is closely related to correcting the deficits of
the social policy implemented by the State. However, it has a limited presence
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in public discourse and it is adopted with great difficulty as an opportunity for
achieving both economic and social goals.

This study focuses on the characteristics of social enterprises in Romania and
Bihor County. The first part provides an overview of the concept followed by data
illustrating the situation in Romania. The second part of the study is a case study
based on the analysis of the secondary data pertaining to Bihor County and the
information from interviews.

The social economy and social enterprises

The concept of the social economy became known after the publication, in
1994, of the European Commission White Paper entitled Growth, Competitiveness,
Employment. It spread quickly as it was considered a solution for the growing rate
of unemployment in the 90s. Its effect on job creation is visible mainly in third sec-
tor local initiatives in the field of services, recreation, culture and the environment.
The social economy considers those in need not as passive beneficiaries but as
citizens assuming responsibility for their own fate (European Commission, 1994).

Social enterprises emerged in the context of the social economy. In 2011 the
European Commission defined social enterprises as an alternative economic op-
portunity for meeting the challenges posed by the economic recession of 2008,
rising unemployment, poverty and social exclusion. The expectations of the social
economy are self-preservation and the development of investment-based strat-
egies (Csoba, 2020). According to the EMESY, social enterprises belong to the
third sector and some of the important aspects to be considered when they are
created are: a social character, limited profit distribution and operation based on
democratic principles. This definition represents the European approach to social
enterprises. Market income and the trends in social innovation tend to consider
the American features (Fekete et al., 2017).

The social economy can be defined as the totality of organizations that do not
pursue a profit but seek to generate social advantages for communities or disad-
vantaged people. Their main goal is to ensure goods and services for individuals
and local communities. The main indicator of achieving the objectives of their
social mission is the rate of profit reinvestment.

The concept of social enterprises originates from the US and it refers to
non-profit organizations which have departed from the traditional forms of ob-
taining income (financial aid, donations) and moved in the direction of the prof-
it-making characteristics of the business world. In Europe, the first common defi-
nition, based on European characteristics was elaborated by EMES researchers, at
the end of the 90s. They define social enterprises as not-for-profit organizations
which have a market orientation and are established in order to reduce state aid
and private subsidies barriers (Defourny—Nyssens, 2008).
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The innovative forms of business combine social and economic goals hoping
to contribute to the growth of labour market integration and the development
of the economic sector (Nicolaescu et al., 2011). Common requirements of social
enterprises are profit-making, social goals, profit distribution and redistribution.
Social enterprises use business resources in order to set social goals and achieve
social results. Their legal form can vary from foundation, association, cooperative
to so-called hybrid forms. Hybrid organizations can be social enterprises or any of
the forms previously mentioned and their main characteristic is that they try to
generate profit and social values at the same time. Hybrid organizations are more
market-oriented than the other forms (Lambru, 2021). Social enterprise represents
an approach in which people are more important than funds. Funds are the means
not the goal and they serve the development of local communities and are used
to solve social problems.

The legal framework and characteristics of the social economy in Romania

In Romania, the social economy is an umbrella term which encompasses social
enterprises. Provisions relating to the social economy and its components are laid
down by Law 219/2015. No legal framework existed before the adoption of the
law in 2015 though the concept of the social economy was present in strategic
papers? and sources of funding3. Conceptually social economy has entered the
public consciousness through EU funds, namely the European Social Fund and the
Operational Programme Human Capital, in the 2007-2013 programming period.

As defined by law, the social economy is based on private, voluntary and sol-
idarity initiatives, it is characterized by autonomy, responsibility and limited profit
distribution, and at the same time, it is an innovative solution in the context of
social exclusion. The social economy encompasses activities that are independent
of the public sector, are conducive to the common good and aim at increasing
the employment of the vulnerable and/or providing goods and services or assist
in implementation. It operates privately, voluntarily and based on the principle of
solidarity. It is characterized by a high degree of autonomy and responsibility as
well as limited distribution of profit (Law 219/2015 on the social economy). The law
states that the operating principle of the social economy is work accomplished for
the common good. It has a threefold objective and aims at having a positive effect
on individuals, the environment and on the local economy.

The social enterprise status is attested by a certificate valid for a 5 years.
The certificate is granted for enterprises meeting several criteria, two of which
are: serving social and community purposes and reinvesting 90% of the profit in
social objectives. Organizations holding such a certificate are subject to a number
of reporting requirements. The law allows another category, integration social en-
terprises, which is in fact a label used by organizations in which at least 30% of the
total working time is contributed by people belonging to vulnerable social groups.
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This status is attested by a mark and these types of organizations are also subject
to a number of reporting requirements. For all categories, implementation and
inspection tasks are carried out by a dedicated subdivision of the county employ-
ment agency!*

Romania meets the requirements of the EU directives, there is a legal frame-
work in place, nonetheless, the approach to social enterprises is strongly influ-
enced by their social character, which considers the labour market integration of
disadvantaged people as its core responsibility (European Commission 11, 2020).

In Romania, unemployment is one of the most frequent causes of a disadvan-
taged background. Besides unemployment, other problems identified are poverty,
disabilities and ethnic identity (see fig. 1) (POCU, 2020).

Figure 1. Social problems (%)

m Unemployment m Poverty m lliness, disability = Aging m Roma integration m Elderly care m Other

Source: POCU 21, 2020

Out of the numerous NGOs, there are only a few with a certified status event
though their activity connects them to the social economy. At the beginning of
2020, 125 social enterprises in 36 counties were registered at national level. Most
of them, i.e. 12 enterprises, are in Maramures County. In the western part of the
country, Bihor County is the only county without any registered social enterprises.
Five other counties are in a similar situation: Caras-Severin, Mehedinti, Neamt,
Teleorman and Vaslui. 42% of the 125 enterprises are associations, 40% are other
forms (LLC), while 8% are foundations, cooperatives or public aid organizations
(POCU 43, 2020).

An analysis carried out in March 2021 reports 1,642 social enterprises. In the
same period, 45 integration social enterprises are also registered at national level.
69% of the enterprises operate in towns, while 31% in the countryside (see fig. 2).
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Figure 2. The operating environment of the social enterprises (%)

m City m Village

Source: Vamesu 34, 2021.

The 2021 National barometer provided data on social missions. It distinguish-
es the following categories: funding of enterprises, culturerecreationyouth-pro-
grammes, environmental protection, community activities, cooperatives and public
aid, social services, and labour market activities (see fig. 3).

Figure 3. The social mission of social enterprises (%)

Business support 15,90%

Cultural, touristical, leisure, youth programs 21,50%

Environmental protection 16,90%

Community work (waste collection, green

belt, etc.) 4,10%

Support for cooperatives, smallholders, public

aid, etc. 4,10%

Social services

28,20%

Labor market integration 31,30%

Source: Vamesu 40, 2021.
Social care encompasses eldercare, care for the disabled, childcare, assistance
for the homeless and other community services. The priority target group of the

labour market integration of disadvantaged people consists of the disabled and the
long-term unemployed.
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When investigating social enterprises at national level, we identified four main
target groups: Roma communities, people with minimum wage, the disabled and
young people over 18, who leave the child protection system (lancu et al., 2020).

EU funding programmes have boosted the number of social enterprises. There
was a significant increase at the end of 2020, beginning of 2021 (see table 1). The
number of social enterprises is increasing steadily. At the end of 2020, there were
644 registered social enterprises, out of which 28 were certified.

Table 1: Annual Registration Number of Social Enterprises and Integration Social Enterprises

Social enterprise Integration social enterprise
2016 48 2
2017 50 7
2018 15 4
2019 13 3
2020 518 12
October 2021 1748 85
Total 2392 113

Source: RUIES 2021, own editing

By October 2021 the number increased to 2,392, with 113 integration social
enterprises (see fig. 4) (RUEIS, 2021).

Figure 4. The distribution of social enterprises by counties
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Alba County occupies the leading position with nearly twice as many social en-
terprises (295) as Cluj County, which is in second place (167). The underlying cause
was revealed in the interviews conducted with professionals. It is most likely that
the advisory and support process in this county was more prevalent than in other
counties.

Even though there was an exponential rise in the number of social enterprises
in the past year, the same does not apply to enterprises facilitating integration. We
can speak of steady growth but on a low scale as in December 2020 there were 28
certified social enterprises at national level, while in the spring of 2021 there were
45, a number which nearly doubled by October (see fig. 5). According to October
data only 4.72% of the 2,932 enterprises are registered as integration social enter-
prises, i.e., are certified social enterprises.

Figure 5. The number of newly formed integration social enterprises
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The social economy sector falls under the Ministry of Labour and Social Protec-
tion. There are no available national statistical data on all social economy actors.
There is an accurate record of social enterprises and social enterprises for integra-
tion. Social reality in Romania highlights the fact that shifting the focus from profit
maximization to social, ecological and ethical aspects helps to improve the quality
of life (lancu et al., 2020).

Research goals and methodological framework
The main aim of the current research is to explore the social reality of social
enterprises in Bihor County, to get an insight into their operation, typology as well

as into their social impact. Research questions investigate the presence, the social
mission and goals of social enterprises in the Bihor County region.
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We looked into their job creation potential, what kind of people they employ as
well as the successes and challenges they face. Another research question focuses
on stakeholders auto-identification (how they define themselves, what problems
they face, what opportunities they see) and hetero-identification (how they per-
ceive other market actors, how social enterprises are seen by other market actors)
frameworks. We also wanted to find out whether networking could be identified in
the region, and who has a decisive role among social enterprises at the county level.

The starting point for our exploratory research is secondary data analysis and
desk research. We collect available secondary data and analyse it in order to pres-
ent social enterprises and entrepreneurship in their context. The goals are to con-
textualize social enterprises, to get acquainted with national and international
practices as well as to identify those key actors/stakeholders who can serve as
interview subjects in the second stage of the research.

The empirical research methodology adopts mainly a qualitative approach
through interviews with social entrepreneurs as well as with the community of
experts from the region. Thus the most significant empirical basis for the research
is the analysis of interviews, in the light of which stakeholders’ perceptions of
social enterprises are presented. The semi-structured interviews were conducted
partly within an institutional framework and partly online, using the Google Meet
platform. Interviews lasted between 60-80 minutes. Three professionals were in-
terviewed, two of which were online. The interviewed experts hold a university
degree, they occupy senior and middle management positions in an organization
that is directly involved in the social economy, thus they have an insight into all the
aspects of social enterprises. In terms of gender distribution, the respondents are
two males and one female. They range in age from 40 to 50 years.

Six social entrepreneurs were included in the research. These were identified
via the contact information available in the county database and through snowball
sampling. This resulted in one female and five male respondents. Considering their
educational attainment, four of them hold a higher education diploma, while two
of them have a high school diploma, their age also ranges from 40 to 50 years.
As regards the place of business, three of the enterprises are in Oradea, the other
three are in rural areas. Each interviewee has more than 15-year experience in the
field of the labour market, while their experience in social enterprises differed.
Interviews were conducted in the June-September 2021 period.

The third pillar of our research methodology is the case study. As a summary of
the data available to us, a case study was made, presenting the situation of social
enterprises partly in Romania, partly in Bihor County. The case study relies on the
information from secondary data analysis and the primary qualitative data analy-
sis. We investigated the legislation on social enterprises, looked into scientific and
statistical analyses as well as the stakeholders and interested parties’ perception
of social enterprises. The case study, combining several methods, facilitates result
interpretation, thus contributing more information on the research topic (Héra—
Ligeti 2005), in the present case on social enterprises in Bihor County.
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The sampling procedure was limited by the geographical area relevant to the
research, i.e., Bihor County. We used national data sources for the identification of
organizations. In particular, data provided by the National and County Employment
Agencies as well as the Register of Social Enterprises.

Presentation of the research area: Bihor County

Bihor County is located in the western part of Romania, on the border with Hun-
gary. Its neighbours are: Satu Mare County in the north, Salaj County, Cluj County
and Alba County in the east, Arad County in the south and Hungary in the west.
The county has a total area of 7754 km?, which amounts to 3,2% of the country’s
territory. It is characterized by multiculturalism and ethnic diversity as illustrated by
the demographic data in table 2.

Table 2. Ethnic Distribution of the Population (%)

i . Total popu-
Nationality . . . .
i lation Romanian Hungarian Romani Other®
Region
100%
Romania 20,121,641 | 16,792,868 | 83.46 1,227,623 6.10 621,573 | 3.09 | 1,479,577 | 7.35
Bihor County | 575,398 366,245 63.65 138,213 24.02 34,640 | 6.02 36,300 6.31

Source: Pasztor 91, 2017.

Figures show a significant growth of the Romani population, values being above
the national average. According to the survey defining disadvantaged regions, con-
ducted in 2016, the ethnic composition is one of the contributing factors (Tesliuc
et al., 2016). The SocioRoMap research project estimates a Romani population of
45 332 (79% of the total population) individuals in Bihor County, while according
to census data, only 34,640 people declared themselves to be Romani (Horvath—
Kiss 2020). Three aspects were considered when analysing settlements: human re-
sources (the proportion of 15-64 years old people with elementary education, the
proportion of the disabled, the proportion of individuals aged 0—17), employment
and housing conditions (electricity and water supply, density standard). Results
show that 5,5% of the rural areas in Bihor County are marginalized, disadvantaged
small-size settlements (Tesliuc et al. 2016).

When it comes to educational attainment, Bihor County has a higher propor-
tion of people with higher education diplomas than other regions, nevertheless,
lower levels of education are more common in the county, with 56% of the pop-
ulation belonging to this category (table 3).
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Table 8. Educational Attainment by Region (%)

Beglonledlfca- Up to eight Vocational Secondary Higher educa-
tio-nal attain- . R .

grades education education tion
ment
Romania 11,7 22,6 53 12,7
North-west region 10 23,2 56,8 11
Bihor County 16,7 39,3 30 14

Source: Olah et al. 2016. Own editing

The human resource’s low level of education affects income trends. Even
though the unemployment rate is insignificant (see table 4), it is below the na-
tional average, when it comes to the average monthly income, Bihor County is
at a disadvantage at the national level. The unemployment rate is lower than the
national average both in the case of males and females.

Table 4. National and County Unemployment Rate

Romania, 2021 Bihor County, 2021

January February January February
Average (%) 3,3 3,4 2,2 2,2
Male 3,2 3,3 1,7 1,8
Female 3,5 3,5 2,8 2,7

Source: INSSE, 2021, Own Editing

When comparing incomes at the national level, figures show that due to the
continuous deterioration starting from 1998, Bihor County has fallen behind the
national average and in 2014 it ranked last among the counties (Stefanescu et
al. 412, 2016). It is the economic structure of Bihor County that accounts for this
process as it is engaged in economic activities in the sectors of agriculture, light
industry and commerce. The high-productivity heavy industry and the service sec-
tor have a diminished role. As regards incomes at the national level, the county is
lagging behind. Table 5 below presents data on the difference between wages.
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Table 5. National and County Gross Income

Romania, 2021 Bihor County, 2021
January February January February

Average (lei) 5,549 5,597 4,465 4,537
Agriculture, forest- 4,281 4313 4,877 5,048
ry, fishing
Industry and

. 4,555.5 4,538 4,053 4,306
construction
Services 7,810.5 8,425 4,768 4,696

Source: INSSE, 2021, own editing

The differences between wages, especially in the service sector, can be con-
nected to the low level of educational attainment of human resource and the lack
of sectors with high-paying jobs.

The data presented above alongside the data on the educational attainment
at the county level show that in order to maintain employment levels, alternative
solutions need to be implemented, which create job opportunities despite the
multiple disadvantages.

Case study on Bihor County

This part of the study is a systematic presentation of the available research
data following the logic described in the methodology section of the paper ie.,
the situation of social enterprises in Bihor County is first presented in the light of
the secondary data, then through the individual interviews and interviews with
experts. The analysis investigates territorial distribution within the county, legal
forms of organisations and social goals.

According to data from the National Employment Agency as well as data pro-
vided by the Bihor County Employment Agency, 38 certified social enterprises op-
erated in Bihor County in October 2021. This figure represents 1,59% of the social
enterprises at the national level.
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Figure 6. The years of foundation of social enterprises in Bihor County
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Source: RUEIS, 2021, own editing.

As illustrated in fig. 6, the number of social enterprises in Bihor County expe-
rienced an exponential increasing trend between 2020 and 2021, similar to the
data at the national level (see table 1). Off all the registered organizations, there is
only one foundation that has been operating since 1998 and applied for certifica-
tion. The remaining 37 are newly-created entities. As interviews also reveal, this is
explained by the availability of funding, i.e., the number of social enterprises has
increased in direct proportion to the availability of EU funds.

Figure 7. Distribution of social enterprises by settlement

m City mVillage

Source: RUEIS, 2021, own editing.

Similar to the national trend, social enterprises are typically created in urban
areas within the county (see fig. 7). Information flow and the chances for imple-
menting innovative ideas are higher in urban areas than in rural ones. This data
raises awareness as it points to the fact that the integration effect of the social
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economy does not surface as a solution in places with greater disadvantages. Fi-
gures 8 and 9 attest to the dominant role of the capital city and its catchment area
as regards the place of business of the social enterprises.

Figure 8. Distribution of social enterprises within the county
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Source: RUEIS, 2021, own editing.

Figure 9. Social enterprises in the metropolitan area6 and in the county
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Source: RUEIS, 2021, own editing.

There are differences in the legal form of the entities under scrutiny. According
to the law, any type of organization can become a social enterprise provided it has
social goals. All forms accepted in the social economy can appear in the structure
of social enterprises. Non-profit LLCs are the most common form, followed by as-
sociations (see table 10). This trend reflects national data, according to which the
non-profit LLC is the most popular form.
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Figure 10. The legal form of social enterprises in Bihor County
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Source: RUEIS, 2021, own editing

The most prominent activities are education and services (see fig. 11). Other
areas of activity include production and recreation.

Figure 11. The areas of activity of the social enterprises in Bihor County
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Source: RUEIS, 2021, own editing.

When investigating activities we found that social enterprises which operate
as foundations set out as their main goal alleviating societal issues, while asso-
ciations and LLCs focus on accomplishing social, community goals. There is no
available data on the financial situation of the social enterprises as they have not
reached the end of the reporting period yet when the data have to be submitted
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to the county employment agency. We have information regarding revenue from
the interviews. The main source of revenue is funding, for all types of organisa-
tions, complemented by a lower business income. Out of the 38 social enterprises,
seven managed to register as integration social enterprises and obtain the social
enterprise mark for three years. These seven enterprises employ 14 people from
vulnerable groups. 10 people work in services, 2 in production, while 2 in other
areas. Services feature hotel and restaurant trade, as well as car repairs; production
implies essential oil extraction; while other areas stand for public aid.

Overall, the field is male-dominated, however in certain areas, such as social
services or education, there are more female entrepreneurs (see fig. 12). Compar-
ing and contrasting national data on the gender of the entrepreneurs, it can be
observed that the county data on social enterprises reflect the national trend as
there are fewer female entrepreneurs at the national level as well (there are almost
twice as many male entrepreneurs in Romania than female ones) (NTRO7, 2021).

Fiatre 12. Gender distribition of entrenrenetirs/ leaal renresentatives

M Female m Male

Source: RUEIS, 2021, own editing.

In what follows, the paper presents a brief analysis of the interviews which
facilitate statistical data interpretation and provide a deeper insight into the sub-
ject matter. First, we discuss the interviews with experts, representing mostly the
legislative and executive side, followed by the social entrepreneurial dimension,
within which we shed light on how these entities see their own situation in the
social reality of Romania.

Analysing interviews with experts
For the interviews with experts, we contacted officials operating in the field
of social enterprises, involved in decision-making and /or in the executive area,

who have an insight into how the whole system of social entrepreneurship works,
into its legal framework and at the same time they also have practical experience.
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We have interviewed the head of the Ministry of Labour, and two representa-
tives of the Bihor County Employment Agency. We considered three main aspects
when analysing the semi-structured interviews: the role of legislation and public
organizations, motivating factors for starting a social enterprise, and vision and
sustainability.

The role of legislation and public organizations

Interviewees had a positive attitude towards Law 219/ 2015 on social enterpris-
es. The law provides the framework to be acted upon by the national and county
employment authority. Representatives found the law clear in many respects and
it's content applicable.

“Defining the social mission is an important criteria in the certification process.
Goals are difficult to measure, as a result, the Bihor County agency insists on clearly
defining these goals in the Memorandum and Articles of Association” (2™ inter-
viewee).

“30% of the total working time has to be contributed by employees belonging
to vulnerable social groups. You don’t look at the number of employees but at the
fotal working time they get paid for within the enterprise. This is what they ask for
the social mark” (37 interviewee).

The county authority faces difficulties already when enterprises apply for a cer-
lificate as one of the basic conditions, the social mission, cannot be unequivocally
verified. Consequently, they insist on having these goals defined in the Memoran-
dum and Articles of Association. At least this is the case in Bihor County.

“We don'’t check it. What we have to do when they apply for the certificate is to
check whether they meet the criteria. The law makes it clear what to look for. The
certificate is given on honour so the least that can be done is to have it put down
on paper, to make it clear. They do not even have to attach a business plan corres-
ponding to the NACE? code. This is why we ask for this...” (3 interviewee).

“They undertake their social mission in the charter or in their legal form, this
makes it measurable...| have also asked the ministry to make it specific that they
require this and we act in conformity with this” (2" interviewee).

The law clearly defines the role of the county employment agency in this con-
text. They are responsible mostly for administrative tasks related to the certifica-
tion of social enterprises, to a lesser degree they also have an advisory role, while
promotion and related tasks are hardly taken on.

Motivating factors for starting a social enterprise

Organizations belonging to the structure of the social economy, such as foun-
dations, associations, cooperatives, etc., have been engaged in the Romanian
economy for a long time. Data shows that only a very small number of these
organizations change their status to social enterprises. Several arguments may be
put forward in support of creating new entities, one of them being that existing
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NGOs have new organizations registered rather than start a lengthy bureaucratic
process to modify their memorandum in order to incorporate social missions. An-
other reason is the inspiring nature of funds.

There is also an emotional reason as the founders sometimes see their dreams
come true in creating an enterprise: “they speak very openly, they are very enthu-
siastic, it all looks nice in theory” (2" interviewee).

Vision — Sustainability

More individuals expressed the idea that social enterprises cannot function un-
less economic sustainability is ensured. One cannot have a positive vision without
sustainability.

“Most of the entities today are viable under market conditions, they are not com-
petitive. A 10% profit is not even worth working for. You’d rather take it to another
sector. From an economically supported sector to another, where it can become
competitive. Generally, 70% of the companies disappear within two years because
they are not profitable right away” (3 interviewee).

Interviewees unanimously agreed that it can be a source of sustainability if the
economically well-functioning financer, relying on his social sensitivity and respon-
sibility, joins the financing of some kind of group. It has also been mentioned that
there is a need for continuous funding aimed at increasing employment.

The state also plays an important role in securing the future of enterprises. This,
first of all, entails drafting appropriate legislation and secondly rendering social en-
terprises as beneficiaries. The expert, familiar with the national system, also finds
legislation an important factor in the promotion and development of the social
economy and social enterprises. The amendment of the law is under discussion.
It is expected to become effective (undertaken by the Ministry of Labour) in 2020.
The amendment aims to promote a modern and sustainable social economy and
to promote public policy integration. It contains concrete proposals on how to
simplify the registration of social enterprises and proposals related to employment
policy and social inclusion. It also treats the subject of a better alignment with the
public procurement procedure.

“We consider work to be the most appropriate form of social protection. Through
work, the dignity and self-confidence of the vulnerable and the marginalized increa-
se. This is why we consider it important to have initiatives for creating job opportu-
nities for people whose living conditions make it difficult for them to find work” (4"
interviewee).

It has also been pointed out that supportive, preparatory training, as well as
consultancy, would help entrepreneurs as given their novelty, social enterprises are
not yet known. Professional expertise would make economic embedding more
accessible.

A stable, sustainable entrepreneurial segment belonging to the social economy
cannot be created without public intervention. There is a need for developing and
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adapting laws, creating public policy concessions, establishing national and local
representative bodies as well as developing a socio-economic strategy. Goals can
be achieved by observing practices and building on real-life experience.

Interviews with social entrepreneurs

The interviews conducted with individuals operating social enterprises focused
on presenting the social enterprises, on how they define their own identity, on
the social and economic mission, on network mapping and on problems related to
providing a vision of their future. The present study, due to constraints on length,
discusses mostly the issues on identity and summarizes the responses to challeng-
es and opportunities.

Before discussing the results, we address a feature specific to Bihor County. Dur-
ing the series of interviews, the Ruhama Foundation was frequently mentioned,
references were made to its professional experience and activity. Accounts have
revealed that the foundation plays a significant role in the development of the so-
cial economy in the county (and above). As a result, we deemed it appropriate to
contact the founder of the organization. Discussions provided an insight into the
foundation’s activity, their views on social enterprises, their concrete endeavours
as well as into their expectations for the future.

The Ruhama Foundation, with a decades-long history, is one of the most well-
known organizations. It is mostly associated with the integration of the Romani
people though it is involved in a much wider range of activities. It is also the oldest
and first social enterprise to receive a certification in the county. One of the im-
portant issues in the life of the organization is the way they have come to consider
themselves a social enterprise. In this context, the question of sustainability arises
immediately: the organization started out as a foundation, not knowing at the
time what a social enterprise is®, they simply carried out their social activity. Chang-
es followed in the context of EU funds being made available as generating the
required own contribution meant a serious economic challenge for a non-profit
organization. Each project required own contribution and on the other hand, the
implementation of projects after the funding had expired also raised a number of
questions on sustainability.

The areas of activity defining the foundation are: education, housing, devel-
oping social services, professional training and employment and supporting the
disadvantaged. Activities generating economic benefits, economic resources are:
accredited professional training and consulting. The strategic area in which they
operate targets disadvantaged regions and disadvantaged people.

The foundation is a co-partner in a project which is aimed at creating, mentor-
ing and supporting social enterprises, based on a certain concept. In this respect
the main activities of the Ruhama Foundation are: technical support, training, con-
ducting competitions for business plans based on social entrepreneurial ideas and
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consultancy for the winner of the competition as well as mentoring in starting
the business. So far, they have helped the creation of 5 social enterprises in Bihor
County.

When presenting their situation, interviewees expressed mixed feelings. Mo-
tivation and commitment in leadership is characteristic of the initial stage of the
enterprise. This optimistic approach facilitates facing challenges, which are not
scarce in the case of these entities. Challenges are posed by the financial situa-
tion, sustainability and by creating market competitiveness. The word cloud below,
created from interview answers, reflects this idea. Respondents were asked to
provide three keywords on the concept of social enterprises.

Fiaure 13. Percention of social enternrises

Volunteering
Community development
Responsibility

Performance

Disadvantaged people

Strategy
Fair business

Support

Little mone
Y/ Confusion

Source: own research

As the word cloud illustrates respondents provided a wide range of concepts
related to social enterprises, or at times to social entrepreneurship. Compulsory el-
ements, such as responsibility, community development, disadvantage, make their
presence, however, it is obvious that in addition to social values, sustainability is a
matter of particular concern to stakeholders.

When asking interviewees how they had found out about the social economy
and social entrepreneurial opportunities it became apparent that even though
there are various motivational factors behind creating the enterprise (had always
been interested in it, read much on it, is committed to creating social value) if it
had not been for EU funds, which helped create the enterprise, they would have
never been entered into the county register as social entrepreneurs because the
enterprise would not have been founded to begin with. This clearly illustrates the
dependence on external sources and the question of long-term economic sus-
tainability. The topic of the social economy and social enterprises being absent
from civil discourse is also considered a challenge by the respondents. They hold
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that the topic should be debated more often, authorities should promote these
opportunities more and other social actors, supporters, and financers (e.g. banks)
should be involved in the development of this sector in order to achieve economic
sustainability.

“Organizations would be interested in certification or obtaining the social mark
if there were funds but today in Romania you can operate as a social enterprise in
the non-profit sector without any kind of registration...”(1* interviewee).

Based on the literature and strategic documents, the creation of economic val-
ue in the activity of social enterprises is a key issue, both in the context of social
impact but also on its own. This question does not surface as an inherent feature
of social enterprises but it is introduced as a condition for external financing. The
reason for this might be partly structural as the legal framework and the financing
conditions do not make reference of economic value creation in the context of
social enterprises, in this sense it can be said that the legislator and financer do not
view social enterprises as real enterprises which can generate economic prosperi-
ty; the economic aspect plays/can play a role only in maintaining the organizations.

In sum, even though social enterprises and the social economy sector in Ro-
mania and in Bihor County is not a success story, a number of positive effects and
results can be identified:

— it is suitable for social sensitization,

— it increases social responsibility,

— it raises awareness of the need to address social problems at the community
level,

— it increases employment,

— it ensures gaining professional experience,

— and it helps the acquisition of specialised expertise.

It serves community benefits and individual results at the same time. If a person
on social assistance benefit becomes a taxpayer, it is a gain for the community.
By entering the labour market, the individual is given an opportunity not only to
earn an income but also to acquire experience, which in turn makes his position
in the labour market more stable. A social enterprise might move from the social
economy sector into the traditional competitive sector, which is again a gain as it
indicates that it was able to expand, to develop.

Creating a network of social contacts can be effective as it makes information
flow more efficient, more accurate and it might facilitate the development of
more needs-oriented services.

From a market perspective, they consider their situation difficult and full of
challenges because of stability and predictability. Public actors do not consider
them to be key players in the economy. For the public sector, a new business,
whether traditional or social, is an asset. It does consider the added social value,
however, it has been revealed that due to the business construction, it does not
deem this type of economic activity to be a firm social actor. Social enterprises
most often do not have a business plan, do not perform economic calculations,
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they are simply brought into existence by the founders’ enthusiasm.

During the mapping of problems and dangers, achieving sustainability was the
most prominently displayed factor. We can speak of a multifactorial environment:
on the one hand, the legal framework does measure social impact but by few
means (obligation to return profit and disadvantaged employees) and it fails to
consider the economic mission and economic sustainability. It is obvious that the
legal framework causes social enterprises to be heavily dependent on external
financing. In this respect we cannot speak of “real” social enterprises in Romania
which can consider the value creation they undertake in their economic and social
mission in such a way that they are economically sustainable and at the same time
accomplish social goals.

Conclusion

The present study aimed to investigate the social entrepreneurial sector in Bi-
hor County and present a picture of its current situation. Research methods helped
us achieve our research objectives and answer research questions. The National
Register of Social Enterprises served as a source for secondary data, while other
available research data presenting the situation in Romania were also used. Primary
data was collected via interviews. Interviews with experts and social entrepreneurs
facilitated the access to the information behind the data and we managed to high-
light the reality behind data as regards social enterprises.

The first research questions investigated the presence of social enterprises in
the Bihor County region and their social goals. Considering the development of the
sector across the country, Bihor County, with its 38 entities, is lagging far behind
the leading counties. Social missions focus on the employment of the disabled and
the support of Romani families and communities in marginalized situations. The
availability of external financing plays an important role in the creation of social
enterprises.

As regards the second research question, identification, research results yielded
the following: social entrepreneurs define themselves as vulnerable entities who
perform their duties with a high rate of social responsibility and a low rate of
social esteem. Their auto-identification is based on the legal definition combined
with goals or community engagement. Definitions are not void of emotions as
they often see their own accomplishments as the fulfillment of a dream. The
low level of esteem surfaced during hetero-identification. Social prejudice is not
favourable for social organizations. This is also influenced by the fact that a social
enterprise finds entering the market more difficult than a traditional enterprise.
At the same time, the state itself does not consider these entities “real” entrepre-
neurs as neither the legislator nor the financer addresses the issue of long-term
economic sustainability.

The research question on network formation has also been answered. Based on

CiviL REVUE = SPeciaL Issue 2022 117



mz COMMUNITIES AND CIVIL SOCIETY

the provisions of the law, a centralized network of social contacts is built as each
social enterprise is closely associated with the county employment agency. For en-
tities financed by the EU, project management is of crucial importance both from
the aspect of accounting and the verification of activity indicators. It is a specific
feature of the county that the Ruhama Foundation, due to its scope of activities,
was added to the network. The authorities represent the anchor points of the
network (in the roles of legislator, supervisor and financer), the consulting sector
plays an important role (the significant differences in the emergence of social
enterprises in different regions imply that in some counties the promoters were
more successful), and there are the entrepreneurs (in their own realities, entering
the sector with different motivations) — all this embraced by a legal scheme, which
does not clearly define the framework for social and economic value creation. As
a result, the network is centralized. Social entrepreneurs do not show any signs of
reciprocity as a means of sharing information, forming economic relationships, or
even joint lobbying. The fact that the law on the social economy is not harmonized
with other laws (e.g. public procurement) does not make the situation easier since
local governments as potential facilitators in the social economy are completely
left out.

All things considered, it can be said that sector of social enterprises seems
to be growing and developing. This is an area in which all participants are still
learning. Though facing many challenges, more and more initiatives are emerging,
which could develop into more successful long-term businesses, provided there
was more stable public policy support and better business skills.
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Notes

' The EMES abbreviation originates from the French name: L' EMergence de I" Enterprise Sociale
en Europe (Emergence of Social Enterprises in Europe ).

2 E.g., National Strategic Report concerning Social Protection and Social Inclusion 2008-2010 —
this document defines social economy for the first time in Romania.

3 E.g., Sectoral Operational Programme Human Resource Development 2007-2013

4 Romanian name: Agentia Judeteana de Ocuparea Fortei de Munca (AJOFM)

> The ‘other’ category comprises people whose nationality is other than Romanian or Hungarian,
such as Ukrainian, Slovak, German, etc. as well as people who did not provide their nationalities
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in the census.

® The Oradea metropolitan area was founded in 2005 as a result of a union with adjacent com-
munes. First it comprised nine settlements, then, in 2007, three other settlements joined in. It
consists of the following communes: Biharia, Bors, Cetariu, Paleu, Nojorid, Osorhei, Ineu de Cris,
Girisu de Cris, Toboliu, Santandrei, Sdnmartin.

7 National Trade Register Office

8 Nomenclature of Economic Activities

9 One cannot speak of social enterprises in Romania in 2004. Funds aimed at organizations ac-
tivating within the social economy became available only later, after the country joined the EU
in 2007 Nonetheless, the first law which guaranteed and created the legal framework for the
operation of social enterprises entered the scene of social reality only in 2015.

Photo/Gabor Csanadi

120 CiviL REVUE = SpeciAL I1ssue 2022



SOCIETY AND STATE m

The RoLe oF RiGHT-wiING AuTHORITARIAN ATTITUDES IN EXP-
LAINING Covip—19 Panpemic ReLatep ConsPirACY BELIEFS Ax
ExprorarioN witH Romanian Dama

Adrian Hatos—Beata Fatime Gyarmati

Introduction

m Public health policy measures to contain the Covid—19 pandemic have been
hindered worldwide by widespread adherence to conspiracy theories, which can
be broadly defined along the lines of previous definitions (Goreis—Voracek 2019;
Swami et al. 2010) that say conspiracy theory is a belief that one or several plots
by maleficent agents are behind salient and threatening socio-political or political
developments.

As shown by current research concerning holders of Covid-19 related CTBs,
people who support such views are less likely to comply with public health reg-
ulations and more likely to protest against lockdown, mask-wearing, and quaran-
tine (Allington—Dhavan 2020; Bertin et al. 2020; Biddlestone—Cichocka et al. 2020;
Marinthe et al. 2020; Pennycook et al. 2020; Plohl-Musil 2020; Stefan et al. 2027;
Swami-Barron 2020) and, in this way, subverting the effectiveness of anti-Cov-
id—19 policies. This motivated a surge of research into the correlates of support
for CTBs, including the present article, which investigates the issue in the particular
case of the Romanian adult population.
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Covid—I9 pandemic in Romania

The first officially recorded case of a Covid-19 infection was announced on
February 26, 2020, but on February 21, 2020, the government had already an-
nounced a general interdiction for people arriving in the country from the regions
of Italy affected by the pandemic. On March 14, 2020, as the number of cases had
reached 100, a state of emergency, which decreed a general lockdown and several
interdictions which were in force already in other countries affected by the pan-
demic were imposed in Romania as well. The state of emergency lasted for only
one month and was followed by a state of alert, with milder interdictions though,
through successive governmental ordinances. By the end of May 2020, the number
of daily new cases has shrunk to around 100 and the authorities lifted some of
the interdictions against outdoor public meetings, the functioning of terraces, and,
among others, the beaches and so on to ease the pressure on the service sector of
the economy too. Since then, the number of daily new cases has constantly swol-
len reaching 1300-1400 by mid-August! In the second half of 2020, Romania was
subject to both severe restrictions and early relaxations, depending on the fluctu-
ation of Covid—19 infections. In 2021, the trend was similar: there were variations
in the number of daily cases due to novel, more contagious strains, which led to
further waves of increasingly severe outbreaks. The highest number of cases was
reported on 19 October 2021 (18,863).2 To date, Romania has recorded more than
1,8 million cases of coronavirus since the beginning of the pandemic, according to
the World Health Organization.

This situation has generated a sort of general panic within the ranks of author-
ities and in the media, which all started searching for culprits as they were faced
with a threatening situation of the rising number of cases, shortage of intensive
care units in hospitals, the prospect of economic downturn, and the uncertainty
over the opening of schools in September to start the new academic year. One
such explanation for the surge in Covid—19 cases during the pandemic waves of
2020-2021 was the low level of compliance by the people with the officially en-
dorsed counter-epidemic measures, especially the advice to avoid large gatherings
and to wear face masks. As in the rest of the world, one of the reasons for this
lack of compliance is to be found, according to the public accounts, in the belief
in Covid—19-related conspiracy theories, which undermined the official statements
concerning the pandemic and its management. Studies show that a considerable
proportion of the world’s population explicitly stated that they believe in Cov-
id—19-related conspiracy theories (Freeman et al. 2020; J. Miller 2020a; Uscinski et
al. 2020).

Romania ranks above the average as related to a conspiracy index by country
(Theocharis et al. 2021). A report published in early 2020 reveals that a significant
proportion of Romanians, on average 39%, believes in several conspiracy theories
(Hajdu—Klingova 2020). According to a survey made in the first part of May 2020,
almost two-thirds of Romanians believed that the government and the Romanian
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media were exaggerating the dangers of the current pandemic? Regarding the
prevalence of CTBs in Romania, the statistical data is scarce. However, at the begin-
ning of the state of emergency, 41% of the members of a Romanian online panel
agreed that Covid-19 is a biological weapon engineered by the US to dominate
the world®> and there is little reason to believe that the Romanian population has
not been affected by the subsequent waves of conspiracy theories and fake news
surrounding the pandemic.

Given the reality and the relevance of the topic of CTBs with the Covid—19 pan-
demic, our paper contributes to solving two related issues: 1) measuring the inten-
sity of Covid—19 pandemic related CTBs; 2) investigating the sociological predictors
of Covid—19-related CTBs. To make these contributions, we begin by combing the
literature on measurement and theorization of CTBs before and after the current
pandemic began, focusing on a class of predictors often neglected in psychological
studies, but well-known in political psychology, that is, right-wing authoritarianism.
Next, we verify, through multiple regressions, several of the hypotheses deduced
from the theory, by using an additive index of Covid—19-related CTBs applied and
tested on an online panel of adult Romanians during the second half of May 2020.
At the end of the study, we underline the impact of right-wing authoritarian be-
liefs in nurturing CTBs directly and indirectly through mediating or suppressing the
impact of other well-known predictors.

Literature review and hypotheses
Covid—19-related conspiracy theory beliefs (CTBs)

There is a large body of empirical literature on the predictors of beliefs in
conspiracy theories which abuts on such fields as psychology, political science and
sociology, and includes predictors from all these areas.

Belief in Covid—19-related conspiracy theories is, according to current research,
a regular phenomenon belonging to the domain of ‘beliefs in conspiracy theories'.
Research shows that people who believe in one conspiracy theory are susceptible
to hold other conspiracy theories, as well (Wood et al. 2012). CTB holders see the
events in the world as being under the control of and motivated by the greedy
and sometimes evil interests of maleficent forces that hide behind the official
narratives and governments. Many of the most resounding events in the Western
Hemisphere during the last few decades were explained by many through con-
spiracy theories, e.g., the assassination of JFK, the Moon landing, the events on
September 11, 2001, etc. As one would expect, the Covid-19 pandemic provided
fertile soil for such popular explanations, considering that conspiracy theories are
prone to appear following societal crises, because they provide a way of coping
with uncertainty and threat (Swami et al. 2016; Van Prooijen—Van Vugt 2018). Be-
lief in conspiracy theories feeds people’s epistemic, existential and social needs,
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providing them with knowledge and clarity to understand their environment and
giving them safety, security and a sense of control and belonging (Douglas et al.
2017).

Conspiracy beliefs related to the Covid—19 pandemic are, according to the re-
search on the topic published since the beginning of the pandemic, strongly cor-
related with a conspiratorial mindset, an attitudinal disposition recognizable in
easy adherence to a vision of the world according to which the observable track
of events hides a malign agenda of evil forces (Freeman et al. 2020; Georgiou et
al. 2020; Jolley—Paterson 2020; J. Miller 2020b). This is consistent with previous
research on adhesion to other conspiracy theories, which highlights that this ten-
dency towards conspiratorial thinking is among their strongest predictors (Enders
2019; Enders—Smallpage 2018; Enders et al. 2018). Therefore, hypotheses aimed at
explaining adhesion to conspiracy narratives surrounding the current pandemic
could be derived from the knowledge we already possessed about conspiratorial
thinking before the 2020 pandemic. According to this strand of literature, ed-
ucation, anxiety, individualism vs. communitarianism, and institutional trust and
political partisanship, among others, emerge as the most important predictors of
CTBs. To these, we add right-wing authoritarian values, a less often hypothesized
predictor of CTBs, yet very plausible, because they correlate with political values,
education, trust, and communitarianism.

Education

Previous research on conspiratorial thinking has robustly shown that it is pre-
dicted by a lower level of education (Goreis—Voracek 2019; Lindeman 2011; Man-
cosu et al. 2017; Stdhl-Van Prooijen 2018; Van Prooijen 2017; Van Prooijen et al.
2015). This link between lower levels of education and higher belief in conspiracy
theories has been confirmed by the current wave of research on Covid-19-related
CTs (De Coninck et al. 2021; Duplaga 2020; Freeman et al. 2020; Georgiou et al.
2020; Hornsey et al. 2021; Karic—Mededovic 2021; Kim—Kim 2020; Mao et al. 2020;
Simione et al. 2021; Srol et al. 2021).

One possible explanation for this otherwise intuitive correlation is that it is me-
diated through epistemic style variables, as belief in CTs is correlated with weaker
abilities in analytical reasoning (Goreis—Voracek 2019; Kim—Kim 2020; Stoica—Um-
bres 2020), critical thinking (Kim—Kim 2020; Lantian et al. 2020) or with false claims
to intuitive ability at recognizing the truth (Garrett—Weeks 2017) or levels of knowl-
edge (Pennycook—Rand 2020). Next, this study hypothesizes that higher levels of
education predict lower levels of adherence to CTBs.
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Anxiety and stress

Conspiracy theory beliefs often develop in societal crisis situations, charac-
terized by high levels of uncertainty and lack of control (Bruder et al. 2013; Grze-
siak-Feldman 2013; Van Prooijen—Acker 2015; Van Prooijen—Jostmann 2013; Van
Prooijen—Van Dijk 2014; Whitson et al. 2015), when people are facing an existen-
tial threat (Van Prooijen 2020; Van Prooijen—Douglas 2017). Uncertainty leads to
increased levels of stress and anxiety (Barzilay et al. 2020; Salari et al. 2020). The
negative feelings individuals experience in these situations persuade them to try
to make sense of the ambiguity of the event and develop explanations (Douglas
et al. 2017; Fritsche et al. 2016; Van Prooijen—-Douglas 2017; Wood 2018), which
can increase the likelihood to believe in CTs (Marchlewska et al. 2019; Van Prooijen
2020). In this case, conspiracy theories provide simple answers to complex events
and can help people cope with uncertainty, anxiety and stress by offering them
the illusion of control (Imhoff—Lamberty 2020; Swami et al. 2016; Van Prooijen—Van
Vugt 2018). Although these sense-making mechanisms are intended to reduce
negative feelings, they can result in higher susceptibility to CTBs (Srol et al. 2027;
Van Prooijen 2017; Van Prooijen—Douglas 2017).

Earlier theoretical accounts have underlined that conspiratorial thinking is a
defensive mechanism used by threatened weak groups (Uscinski—Parent 2014) to
strengthen in-group solidarity and vigilance against potential enemies. High levels
of anxiety in conditions of crisis or turmoil, be it political or economic, are shown
to have a strong positive correlation with beliefs in conspiracy theories (Douglas et
al. 2019; Earnshaw et al. 2020; Green—Douglas 2018; Hart—Graether 2018; Kim—Kim
2020; Leibovitz et al. 2021; Simione et al. 2021; Srol et al. 2021; Stefan et al. 2021;
Van Prooijen—Van Vugt 2018), which appear to be a rational strategy for coping
with uncertainty entailed by important events both in the psychological (Van Proo-
ijen—Douglas 2017; Van Prooijen 2017; Van Prooijen—Krouwel 2017) and political
science research (DiGrazia 2017; Enders 2019).

Although recent research (Georgiou et al. 2020) was not always able to find a
relation between holding Covid—19 conspiracy beliefs and levels of stress, there is
a body of research showing a positive correlation between stress and endorse-
ment in CTBs (Grzesiak-Feldman 2013; Newheiser et al. 2011; Swami et al. 2016).
Therefore, it is reasonable to expect, based on previous research, that self-report-
ed levels of stress are correlated with conspiratorial thinking in relation with the
current pandemic.

Individualism and communitarianism
The literature consistently produced evidence that people with more individu-

alistic worldviews are more prone to have CTBs (Biddlestone—Cichocka et al. 2020;
Lantian et al. 2017; Rajkumar 2021). Indeed, more collectivist persons are to a larger
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degree inclined to accept the idea of collective risks such as climate change or
environmental risks and more likely to contribute to collective efforts to mitigate
such dangers. The official narrative regarding the Covid—-19 pandemic is of the
same sort.

The pandemic is a collective issue and can be fought against only by participat-
ing in collective action through small individual sacrifices necessary to implement
the epidemiological measures recommended by all authorities (wearing masks,
keeping a minimum physical distance, using disinfectants whenever necessary, etc.)
which by some people with a stronger individualist mindset could entail an unac-
ceptable restriction placed by the state on individual's freedoms. Recent surveys
showed that individualists are less amenable to the practice of physical distancing
and adherence to CTs concerning the Covid—19 pandemic (Biddlestone—Green, et
al. 2020; Castle et al. 2021; Chen et al. 2021). Hornsey et al. (2021) studied the rela-
tionship between CTBs and orientation towards self and others. Their results show
that belief in conspiracy theories is correlated with concerns about one’s own
safety and self-centred protective behaviours. They conclude that people with
high levels of CTBs are more concerned about themselves than others, having a
self-centred perspective. The subsequent hypothesis is that belief in Covid—19-re-
lated CTs is positively correlated with individualism.

Levels of institutional trust

Linked probably with the impact of individualism, theorizations of CTBs have
underlined the impact of trust, ie., the lack of it, in its vertical-institutional and
respectively horizontal, interpersonal forms. As early as 1994 (Goertzel 1994), it
was shown that people with little institutional trust tend to believe that the world
is run by hidden maleficent forces which, of course, the government is protecting
and keeping in the shadows.

Many other studies demonstrate that distrust plays a central role in the belief
in conspiracy theories (Kay 2020; Kowalski et al. 2020; Stojanov—Halberstadt 2019),
and that institutional trust negatively impacts these beliefs (Achimescu et al. 2020;
Bruder—Kunert 2021; Earnshaw et al. 2020; Georgiou et al. 2020; Imhoff-Lamberty
2018; Lutkenhaus et al. 2019; Miller et al. 2016; Swami et al. 2016; Van Mulukom
20217). As a similar negative correlation was also found in the US (Freeman et al.
2020) suggesting that CT is nurtured by a mean world mindset, one hypothesis of
this research is that people lacking institutional trust, as well as interpersonal trust,
are more prone to believe Covid—19-related CTs.
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Political values — right-wing authoritarianism and political partisanship

In the cultural model of political decisions, values play a fundamental role (Mi-
chael et al. 1990; Rokeach 1973; Song—Moyer 2017). According to this perspective,
political partisanship and identification, and the vote are determined by one’s
placement in a polarized system of political values (Schwartz et al. 2010).

Previous research sometimes showed a pattern of correlation between political
and social values and conspiratorial thinking. Several empirical studies found a
consistent relationship between authoritarianism and CTBs, the two being posi-
tively related (Goldberg—Richey 2020; Kim—Kim 2020). For example, the conspiracy
mentality questionnaire of Bruder et al. (2013) has shown CTs to be positively relat-
ed to social dominance orientation and right-wing authoritarianism, being in line
with Swami (2012). Although there has been suggested bias towards conspiratorial
thinking of those leaning right on the political spectrum, the empirical evidence
on this conjecture was initially considered inconclusive (Goertzel 1994). A research
on the belief in CTs in Italy found a stronger adhesion of those with a right-wing
orientation to these theories, including the support for the Five Star Movement
(Bruder et al. 2013).

Focusing on political extremism, Van Prooijen et al. (2015) showed that extreme
right political ideologies are positively associated with a tendency to believe in
conspiracy theories. The recent studies on Covid—19-related CTBs have shown also
a consistent pattern of correlation of partisanship with certain right-wing and
populist political movements such as a preference for the Republican Party or
Trump in the US (Miller, J. M. 2020; Uscinski et al. 2020). The connection between
populism and CTBs in general has been shown in previous works (Van Prooijen
2018). Researchers (Oliver—Rahn 2016) demonstrated that populism correlates with
conspiratorial thinking, which predicts belief in Covid—19 conspiracies (Stecula—
Pickup 2021; Uscinski et al. 2020).

Relying on this string of previous evidence and the centrality of right-wing
authoritarianism in one’s political dispositions (Conover—Feldman 1981, McCann
1997, Song—Moyer 2017), we infer that right-wing authoritarianism as a set of so-
cial and political values, and support for right-wing and populist parties, predicts
belief in Covid—19 CTs. As our previous research on Romanian electorate shows,
measures of dimensions of right-wing authoritarianism correlate strongly not only
with political partisanship, but also with structural characteristics like education,
income and age (Hatos et al. 2019) and it is reasonable to expect that some of the
covariates of CTBs interact with authoritarianism, nationalism, and traditionalism.
Data from the World Values Survey regarding Romanian population suggests that
as the level of education increases, the level of trust in government decreases, the
better-educated showing distrust in government (Stoica—Umbres 2020).

Not only political ideology or political values can influence one’s position on
Covid—19-related CTs, but also political partisanship plays an important role (Ga-
darian et al. 2021; Pickup et al. 2020), as the reaction to the pandemic becomes
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politicized. This correlation has been shown in the US, for example, where compli-
ance with distancing measures seems to be related to political orientation (Lipsitz—
Pop-Eleches 2020). This relationship is determined by the subject’s political alle-
giance and motivated ways of processing information, which according to the
cognitive dissonance theory makes people accept misinformation and conspiracy
theories only to be in line with the group (Pasek et al. 2015; Smallpage et al. 2017).
Recent studies investigating adherence to Covid—19-related CTs confirmed that po-
litical partisanship is one of their predictors, even after controlling for ideological
motivations (Enders—Smallpage 2019; Kim-Kim 2020).

In Romania, the pandemic situation has been managed by a minority govern-
ment run by the National Liberal Party (PNL) (right-wing conservative, member of
the European People’s Party), and helped in the Parliament by the Save Romania
Union (USR) Party, a centrist progressive organization (a member of the Renew
Europe political group in the European Parliament) while the opposition is led by
the Social Democratic Party (PSD). Although a member of the Group of Progressive
Alliance of Socialists and Democrats in the European Parliament, the electorate of
the Social Democratic Party is largely rural and holds strong socially conservative
beliefs.® We expect thus that supporters of the parties in the government hold less
CTBs than the supporters of the opposition party (the PSD).

Data collection

Data for this research was collected through an online survey on a commercial
panel of 623 Romanian adults (age >18) from May 15 through May 22, 2020. The
sample is representative of the adult online population of Romania.

Measures

Besides several single-measure variables (age, gender, and education) all the
other variables used to test the hypotheses are additive measures of attitudes us-
ing Likert-scales. For all the indices used in this research, the intensity of the belief
in Covid—19 conspiracy theories, the attitude denoted by the scale’s name, is cor-
related with the score, i.e., cases of reverse scaling have been corrected. In other
words, the larger the score for the dependent variable, the stronger the belief in
conspiracy theories. Likewise, larger nationalism or the stress scores indicate, re-
spectively, more intense nationalistic feelings displayed by the subject and stronger
anxiety felt by the subject.
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Dependent variable
Covid—19 conspiracy beliefs (CTB)

A reliable and unidimensional additive measure of conspiratorial thinking relat-
ed to the current Covid—19 pandemic was set up using a 5-item Likert-scale that
covers most of the conspiratorial content circulating in the society at the moment
of the data collection. The CFA of the additive scale showed one-dimensionality,
while the alpha is 0,786.

To what degree do you agree with the following statements regarding the ac-
tual Covid-19 pandemic?

1 Behind the current Covid—19 epidemic crisis there are people reaping advantages.

2 The virus has been created in a laboratory.

3 The virus is a biological weapon.

4 The pandemic is a part of a campaign to impose mandatory vaccination all
around the world.

5 The pandemic is a part of a campaign to eliminate elder people.

Of the 623 cases in the database, 380 (61%) responded to all five items, while
on an item-by-item basis the percent of missing values is in a range from 12,2%
(item 1) to 25,2% (item 2). To avoid possible bias reflected in the non-randomness
of the patterns of missing values, the CTB score was computed both with valid
values (CTBL) and with missing values replaced by series mean (CTBR). Because
the Likert items were reverse coded in the database — meaning that the larger CT
scores meant less adherence to CT beliefs — the final scores that were used in the
subsequent analyses were reversed using a linear transformation that preserved
the range (minimum 5 and maximum 20) and the standard deviation.

Independent variables
Right-wing authoritarianism

Three indices corresponding to dimensions of right-wing authoritarianism —
authoritarianism, nationalism, and traditionalism — considered by many experts in
the field of political psychology to be at the core of the system of model politi-
cal values (Conover—Feldman 1981; McCann 1997; Song—Moyer 2017) have been
used as predictors in the current research. The three additive scales have been
tested and described in Hatos et al. (2019) and the Likert-items that address them
are published in the current article’'s Annexure. All of the above four constructs
showed good one-dimensionality and reliability (all alphas > 0,7).
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Individualism vs. communitarianism

Individualism was measured using a shortened version of individualism vs. com-
munitarianism Likert additive scale that was first tested on English speaking popu-
lation by Kahan et al. (2012) and then tested in relationship with Covid—19-related
risks by Dryhurst et al. (2020). The three items included in the scale are as follows:
— The country’s leadership should make laws and pass decrees to stop people
from doing harm to themselves.

— The rulers of the country should act towards the general interest even when this
means to restrict the freedoms and options for some.

— The government has to restrict rights when these can harm society.

The corresponding scale has an alpha > 0.7

Stress

Covid—19-related stress or anxiety was measured using self-reported Likert type
items related to one’s health, the health of those in close relationships, income,
quality of relationships, and jobs (5 items). The subsequent additive stress score
has proven to be unidimensional and reliable (alpha = 0.794).

Trust

Institutional trust has been measured as an additive score on Likert scale items
on trust in the capacity of government, the Parliament, scientists, press, and WHO
to handle the Covid—19 crisis. The five items make up a one-dimensional scale with
an alpha of 0,782.

Political partisanship

Political partisanship was indicated by dummy variables corresponding to the
intention to vote for one of the three of the most popular political parties in the
Romanian political spectrum PSD, PNL, and USR+. Together the three parties make
up 79,3% of all explicit party options in the survey (57.6% of all answers).

Education

Education was measured via dummy codes for higher education (BA and above)

and higher secondary education (high school and vocational school). Other con-
trols used in the research have been gender (dummy — 1=F) and age (numeric).
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Analytic strategy. The hierarchical regressions

The hypothesized relationships were tested using hierarchical regressions in
blocks to test for possible mediation in the effects on the dependent variable. The
blocks used in the regressions were as follows:

1 controls (gender, age and education);

2 trust in institutions, communitarianism, and stress;

3 core political values — right-wing authoritarian dimensions (nationalism, tradi-
tionalism, and authoritarianism);

4 political partisanship.

Comparability between models was ensured by using in the modelling only
those cases in which all the variables have valid cases.

Results

Conspiracy theory beliefs

Among those who provided valid answers to the CT items, a majority support-
ed three of the items. The last two items, relating the pandemic to plans to impose
vaccination or to reduce the elderly population were endorsed by almost half of

the sample.

Table 1. Covid-19 Pandemic Related Conspiracy Theory Items and Distributions

(% of Valid Cases)

Totally Agree Disagree '!'otally

agree disagree
th_md the current Covu_}l—19 epidemic 395 402 3 73
crisis there are people reaping advantages
The virus has been created in a laboratory 371 36,3 16,1 10,5
The virus is a biological weapon 33,3 34,5 184 138
The pandemic is a part of a campaign to
impose mandatory vaccination all round 244 234 26,9 253
the world
The pandemlc is a part of a campaign to 23 26,9 25,7 244
eliminate elder people

The score computed only with the valid cases has a slightly larger mean and a
median larger with a unit.
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Table 2. Descriptives for Covid—19 Pandemic Related Conspiracy Theory Indices

CTBR (MV replaced) CTBL (listwise)
Mean 13,95 14,14
Median 14 15
N 623 380
Std. Deviation 3,71 440

Regression models

All models in the hierarchical regressions proved to be an improvement upon
the previous models that supported most of the hypotheses at each step. How-
ever, the largest improvements occurred when measures of anxiety, institutional
trust, and communitarianism (model 2) were introduced, and by the introduction
of measures of right-wing authoritarian values (model 3). Of the total variance
explained (between 34-38%), anxiety, institutional trust, and communitarianism
explained around 43% and right-wing authoritarianism explained 37-38%. It is
also noteworthy that the modelling valid measures of CT beliefs on the one hand
and of CT beliefs in which missing values had been replaced with item means
(CTBR) on the other hand resulted in very similar models. However, the explanatory
power of models for CTBR was at each step lower than the models for CTBL. All
the collinearity checks were made at all steps and no problem was found.

Test of the hypotheses

Highly educated subjects are less likely to believe in CTs about the Covid—19
pandemic. However, as it appears from the block-models, this relationship is me-
diated by right-wing authoritarian values. At step 3, after the introduction of the
three measures of nationalism, authoritarianism, and traditionalism, the effect of
holding a higher education diploma wanes.

Anxiety and institutional trust are among the most consistent predictors of the
dependent variable. As expected, subjects displaying high levels of anxiety tend to
hold stronger CT beliefs, and subjects with low institutional trust tend to adhere
more to CT beliefs.

Communitarianism (vs. individualism) is also a significant predictor of CTBs,
with higher levels of communitarianism linked to fewer CTBs, while individualists
are more prone to believe in CTs. This relationship is tricky though, as it becomes
visible only after the introduction of right-wing authoritarian values. This is anoth-
er mediation that deserves discussion.
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All right-wing authoritarian values consistently predict belief in conspiracy the-
ories. Considering the betas (standardized regression coefficients), nationalism is
the strongest predictor.

Political partisanship is also a strong predictor of the dependent variables and,
as expected, net of all the other independent variables. Although support for the
main opposition party is a non-significant parameter when all the other predic-
tors are controlled, though representatives of this party have expressed positions
in line with the CT narratives, the support for the main ruling party its ally in the
Parliament (USR) has a significant negative impact on holding CT beliefs.

Mediation effects

Two interactions of independent variables with the dependents appear me-
diated or influenced by the other independent variables: the effect of education,
more specifically of holding a higher education degree, and that of communitarian
values.

In the case of higher education degrees (BA, MA, and PhD are considered to-
gether in our test), the statistical situation is clear. Right-wing authoritarian values
(nationalism, authoritarianism, and traditionalism) are the mediators. When the
impact of these variables is controlled, the influence of higher education degrees
is non-significant. It appears that highly educated individuals are less likely to hold
an authoritarian worldview, which explains why better-educated people appear
to be more thoughtful and less vulnerable to conspiracy theories. Although quite
evident, this is an important result of previous research which tried to explain the
relationship of education and CT beliefs through other causal mechanisms that
involve critical thinking, types of reasoning, etc. While our results do not entirely
negate such explanations (as abstract reasoning or critical thinking, etc.), they
could be correlated with authoritarian thinking as previous research has already
suggested (Hodson—Busseri 2012; Keiller 2010). We consider that ours is an impor-
tant result that highlights the role of education in creating tolerant citizens.

The second interaction is less salient, as it comprises the revelation of a sig-
nificant effect, of communitarianism, when right-wing authoritarian values are
introduced in the regression model (Model 3). It appears that right-wing authori-
tarianism is a suppressor of the impact of communitarian values on CTBs — when
controlled in regression, it increases the significance of the impact of a communi-
tarian worldview. This might happen because right-wing authoritarianism, which
stimulates CTBs, has a strong communitarian component. Therefore, persons who
are given to communitarian thinking but are not authoritarian tend to reject CTBs.
In contrast, authoritarians with communitarian thinking tend to favour CTBs.

Other possible suppression and mediation effects might involve two structural
controls, age and gender. There appears a weak positive effect of age in the CTBL
model after the introduction of the 2" block, but it disappears with the 3" block,
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which hints that the impact of age on conspiracy theory beliefs is enhanced by
right-wing authoritarian values. Blocks 2 and 3 act as suppressors for the positive
impact of gender, the positive parameter being women becoming stronger in the
CTBR models after the introduction of each of the two mentioned groups of vari-
ables. When anxiety, institutional trust, communitarianism and right-wing authori-
tarianism are controlled, women appear to be slightly more inclined to hold CTBs.
This effect is, however, weak and appears only in the case of data with CTBs com-
puted with substituted missing values. Therefore, this needs further investigations.

Discussion and conclusions

Parallel hierarchical multiple regression models — run on the cases that had valid
cases for all the CTB items and on cases in which the missing values for items of
the Covid—19 related CTBs scale were replaced with the mean — explained more
than one-third of the variance of the CTB measures. All the hypotheses were prov-
en right with some nuances that were caused by the introduction of measures of
three dimensions of right-wing authoritarianism — nationalism, traditionalism, and
authoritarianism — three core political values seen by many experts as the origin
of many ideological positionings and political partisanship. Important exceptions
are the negative results for the impact of gender and age.

Before discussing the impact of right-wing authoritarianism, it is important
to mention that anxiety and trust in institutions are among the most powerful
predictors of the dependent variable. Holding Covid—19-related CTBs is more likely
among those with high pandemic related anxiety and those with low levels of
institutional trust. In the case of anxiety, the results support the thesis that CTBs
may have an uncertainty reducing effect (Earnshaw et al. 2020; Poon et al. 2020;
Swami et al. 2016; Van Prooijen—Van Vugt 2018) while the correlation with institu-
tional trust is obvious.

Right-wing authoritarian values explain the two above mentioned variables.
More traditionalist, nationalist and authoritarian subjects are more likely to hold
CTBs, with nationalism at the top among the betas. Given the results, one may say
that CTBs are almost proxies for right-wing authoritarianism. This might explain
the fact that one is more likely to find holders of CTBs among partisans of right-
wing or populist movements, like the Republican Party in the USA, the Five Stars
Movement in Italy, or the PEGIDA in Germany.

Also, political partisanship seems to be consequential for the level of CTBs in
the public. In the specific Romanian case, voters of the parties that acted for con-
sistent measures to contain the Covid—19 epidemic — actually the parties in the
government, are the least likely to adopt CTBs, while the voters of the opposition
party that, probably opportunistically, adopted some of the conspiracy narratives
related to the current pandemic are much more likely to harbour CTBs. These
correlations of the dependent variable with political partisanship — explained in
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some degree by cognitive dissonance pressures and political values — may predict
a bad record of fighting the Covid—19 pandemic by governments with a populist
constituency and discourse — like the Trump regime in the US or the Bolsonaro
presidency in Brazil.

Beyond these conclusions, the most important result is the impact of right-
wing authoritarianism on CTBs, which mediated the impact of holding a higher
education degree and suppressed the impact of communitarianism (vs. individual-
ism). Concerning the first effect (mediating in the impact of higher education de-
gree), the negative correlation between right-wing authoritarianism and education
has been firmly established in the literature. However, a convincing explanation of
this relationship has not been provided yet (Eftedal et al. 2020; Stubager 2008). |
strongly believe in the convergence that our results with the aforementioned ca-
pacity of education and of all the processes of selection and training that accom-
pany it, to educate people to be tolerant and inclusive and uphold modern values.

The second effect warns us against confounding the communitarian accents in
the authoritarian narrative with communitarianism in itself. From this point of view,
we propose that a distinction be made between authoritarian and non-authori-
tarian communitarianism. Our results prove that non-authoritarian communitarian
inhibits CTBs as the literature predicted.

The results reached in this study are not entirely conclusive because of the
methodological limits. First, given the nature of the sample (online panel) and the
listwise exclusion of cases with missing values, the regressions could have been
affected by selection biases. Second, endogeneity cannot be ruled out for all the
parameters, as we are dealing with attitudinal predictors and response variables.
Although the presented specification is plausible and in line with previous re-
search, both the above limitations should be addressed in subsequent research.
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Annexure
Scale items
Traditionalism vs. modernity items
— Abortion should be permitted only in certain circumstances (incest, rape)
— Religion should be a compulsory subject in all Romanian schools
— Non-Christian places of prayer should be banned in Romania
— The main responsibility of women is of mother and wife
— Good parents have to slap their kids once in a while
— We should observe our ancient traditions

Nationalism vs. globalization items

— One should always prefer Romanian companies against the foreign ones
— | prefer buying Romanian products over foreign-made ones
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— One should forbid the buying of Romanian land by foreigners
— The great powers’ influence in Romania is too strong

Authoritarianism vs. liberty items

— Romania needs a tough handed leadership
— The peace and security of citizens is more important than human rights
— The single most important thing a kid has to learn is discipline

— The state should have control over what is published in the media

Table 3. Hierarchical Regressions Model Fit

Model Ad]ust::flr :I-Square Ad]ust(e:t_:lr IBlRSquare
1 0039 0034
2 0.202 0.183
3 0.343 0314
4 0.378 0.343
N 299 an
Table 4. Hierarchical Regression Models
Model Variables Dependent CTBL Dependent CTBR
Beta Sig. Beta Sig.
1 Intercept 0000 0000
Age 0067 0251 0.025 0608
Gender 0.070 0.223 0076 0.19
Higher education -0.195 0021 -0.198 0007
Jpper secondary 001 0891 -0003 0965
2 Intercept 0000 0000
Age 0.104 0051 0.057 0216
Gender 0053 0314 0079 0082
Model Variables Dependent CTBL Dependent CTBR
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Higher education -0193 0012 -0.185 0007
E&%‘Z secondary -0004 0960 -0009 0.890
Anxiety 0.269 0000 0252 0000
Institutional trust -0.348 0000 -0.345 0000
Communitarianism 0005 0928 0015 0750
3 Intercept 0001 0000
Age 0061 0222 0025 0558
Gender 0.063 0.195 0089 0036
Higher education -0063 0384 -0056 0.380
Upper secondary 0047 0501 0032 0606
Anxiety 0.20 0.000 0.194 0.000
Institutional trust -0274 0000 -0279 0000
Communitarianism -0.166 0005 -0133 0007
Traditionalism 0.16 0017 0.174 0002
Nationalism 0.225 0000 0215 0000
Authoritarianism 0.158 0013 0.124 0.020
4 Intercept 0000 0000
Age 0044 0364 001 0.820
Gender 0046 0336 0071 0.089
Higher education -0025 0726 -003 0634
g&%‘z secondary 0071 0300 0053 0389
Anxiety 0210 0000 0.198 0.000
Institutional trust -0224 0000 -0.238 0000
Communitarianism -0.139 0016 -0112 0.021
Traditionalism 0.146 0026 0.150 0007
Nationalism 0.191 0002 0.202 0.000
Authoritarianism 0.142 0023 0n4 0028
PSD -0041 04 -0056 0.195
PNL -0.133 0010 -0.129 0004
USR -0.221 0.000 -0.194 0.000
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Notes

" https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus

2 https;//www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/country/romania/

3 https://covid19.who.int/region/euro/country/ro

4 https://ires.ro/articol/397/bilan-ul-starii-de-urgen%C8%9B%C4%83-in-romania

> https://issuu.com/eurocomunicare/docs/eurocomunicare

¢ Data on the social values of voters of specific parties are rare in Romania. However, a sur-
vey published before the referendum that was held in October 2018 on the issue of banning
same-sex marriages revealed the fact that voters of the Social-Democratic Party gathered to
present the strongest opposition to same-sex marriages — 96,1%, while the Save Romania Union
had the smallest share of people opposed to same-sex marriages —.68,9%. https:;//adevarul.
ro/news/politica/sondaj-curs-85-votantii-pnl-70-votantii-usr-opun-casatoriei-persoanele-acel-
asi-sex-spun-sustinatorii-psd-alde-1 5b585e16df52022f759ead 1b/index.html
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“Famity, Farth aND Freepom” For WHom?
THE Reactions of THE Roma Civit Sociery 1o THE 2020 Re-EMERGENCE
OF THE RoMaNIAN FAR-RIGHT

Ana Gabriela Pantea—Sergiu Miscoiu

Introduction

B This article uses a theoretical toolkit and a qualitative inquiry to provide a coun-
try-specific analysis of the perception of Roma activists of the emergence of the
newly established Romanian right wing populist party — The Alliance for the Union
of Romanians (AUR). Since 2020, after the party won 9,08% of the votes in the leg-
islative elections, AUR has become the fourth-largest political force in the Roma-
nian Parliament, with a conservative, ultraorthodox and nationalist agenda. By fo-
cusing on a single party, we explore the relationship between right-wing populism
and Roma perception of it, and the intersections between the party discourse and
the peculiar context of Roma political representation within the civil society.

Post-communist Eastern Europe has seen radical movements and populist par-
ties gain considerable ground by drawing on nativist and ethnic claims to call for
a return to an imagined past, a free present and a utopian future. In Romania, the
Alliance for the Union of Romanians have been able to capitalize votes through
unionist nationalistic discourse, while also playing on historically negative feelings
towards ethnic minorities.

The aims of the article are to examine the reactions of the NGO leaders of the
Roma community to AUR, and to analyse the ways in which the representatives of
the Roma community are polarized by this party’s discourse. The findings of the
article show that pre-existing prejudices, fluid political representation of the Roma
community in the last decades, and newly build conspiracies can be a powerful
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force that not only target marginalized communities, but also challenge the main-
stream representatives of the party. The reaction of the Roma community is tri-
fold, partly being absorbed by the populist movement, partly reacting against the
divisive message expressed by AUR, partly approving the violent discourse of AUR.

The second part of the article consists of the analysis of the main results of
a qualitative inquiry conducted in 2021 and consisting of a series of interviews
with leaders of Roma non-governmental organizations. We will show that there
are three main argumentative points highlighted by the Roma civil activists about
the possible consequences of AUR'’s rise for the Roma communities, two of them
being negative, while the third being potentially positive: (1) AUR is a potential
threat for the Roma, as it is an heir of the interwar and WWII fascist movements;
(2) AUR is harmful for the ethnic minorities and especially for the Roma, as it is
anti-European; (3) AUR is potentially beneficial for the Roma communities, as it has
a socially redistributive and economically less neoliberal programme.

The political stakes of populism in Romania

Given that populist parties have been gaining support in the last decades all
over the globe, including Eastern Europe, it is not surprising that there is a growing
amount of political, academic and media interest in this subject. In fact, the main
reason for concern lies in the ambivalent relationship of populist parties with de-
mocracy and their versatile ideological constructions. Even more, there is no con-
sensus on the very concept of populism itself (Miscoiu 2012: 9-29). Scholars work
with different definitions of populism and there is not a clear conceptual frame-
work that can be employed for undertaking comprehensive research which can be
applied across regions, including Eastern Europe, and more specifically Romania.

Despite populism being a contested concept, Collins Dictionary provides the
following neutral definition: “various, often anti-establishment or anti-intellectual
political movements or philosophies that offer unorthodox solutions or policies
and appeal to the common person rather than according with traditional party or
partisan ideologies” (Collins 2018: 305).

Regardless of such generic definition, increasing number of authors see pop-
ulism as an ideology, a set of ideas characterized by the Manichean distinction be-
tween ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’, having the core principle that politics should be
about acting in concordance with popular sovereignty. “Seen in this light, populism
has a democratic thrust as it is inclined to be at odds with any type of independent
and unelected institution that puts limits on the will of the people” (Kaltwasser—
Taggart 2015: 2). As such, populist movements advocate unorthodox democratic
politics that are anti-elitist and call for protest and personal involvement which are
less characteristic of established parties. “At its best, populism reminds democratic
politicians that they are beholden to their electorates, and it demonstrates that col-
lectively engaged, grassroots activism can be a time-honoured method of reform.
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At its worst, populism is xenophobic, politically naive, and stubborn, and at the
extremes, conspiratorially suspicious of the established machinery of democratic
governance” (Feldman-Jackson 2013: 3). Such extended spectrum of characteris-
tics however, points out that populist actors or parties should not be seen auto-
matically as authoritarian forces; and many of the issues raised by populists are
legitimate, although the solutions they propose are frequently quite controversial.

In line with this growing academic consensus through which populism is seen
as an ideology based on the Manichean distinction between ‘the people’ and ‘the
elite’, in this article the concept will be used in the sense of:

“Thin-centred ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two
homogenous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite”, and
which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general
will) of the people” (Mudde 2016: 23).

Opposed both to elitism and pluralism, populism understood in this manner
is a useful tool for understanding the Romanian AUR party and the reaction of
the representative of the Roma community towards it, regardless whether it is
adhesion, concern, or radical rejection. The advantage of such approach is that it
allows us to look beyond the ideological statements formulated by the AUR party,
beyond its potentially charismatic leadership and their appealing discourse for the
Roma NGOs. Populism ultimately corresponds to a referent object (the voters), the
sectors of societies that do not feel represented by the establishment, and as such
have rational and emotional reasons to react to the Manichean worldview embed-
ded by the populist parties, including AUR.

The Alliance for the Union of Romanians (AUR) — the ideological fusion

In case of AUR, the nationalistic component floods the construction of the dis-
course — in a similar way as we have witnessed the discourses of Polish populist
parties (Law and Justice, Self-Defence) or the Austria one (Austrian Freedom party).
Populism and nationalism closely resemble one another. “Populism is both about
the construction of an antagonism between the people and the power-holders
and about the elimination of this antagonism through the embodiment of the
people in the place of power. Similarly, nationalism is both about the construction
of an antagonism between the nation and the state and about the elimination of
this antagonism through the construction of a congruent nation-state” (Heiskanen
2020: 9). Or formulated differently, although their bases are opposite, the purpose-
fulness of nationalist and populist discourse is identical. Both claim the elimination
of the gap of representation that exists between the people and the exercise of
power, through establishing an internally homogeneous nation-state (Laclau, De
Cleen). This logic of identity, which Laclau calls a ‘logic of equivalence’, entails the
construction of the identity of the ‘self” in contradistinction to an excluded ‘other”
(Laclau 2005: 32-49).

CiviL REVUE = SPeciAL IssUue 2022 149



m= SOCIETY AND STATE

As Heiskanen notes

“Even if these ideal-typical forms of populism and nationalism are conceptually
distinguishable, they are not separable. In practice, populism and nationalism requi-
re one another because the desired sovereign unity of the people and the place
of power enacted by the modern state can only be accomplished both through the
identification of the people (nationalism) and their embodiment in the place of power
(populism). Nationalism is not an external contamination of populism, but an internal
supplement that accompanies it from the very beginning” (Heiskanen 2020: 20).

Opposed to pluralist views in which not every citizen is able to identify with
a restrictive sense of the nation-state, the populist ones emphasize the principle
of belonging to an imaginary ‘us’ and homogeneity which inevitably brings ex-
clusion (us vs. them) — and, in some instances, the one which can be based on
ethnic, religious, or racial criteria. As the NGO activists (L. M. or E. Z.) emphasized
throughout the interviews, the greatest concern of Roma representatives regard-
ing AUR is the explicit intersection of nationalist and exclusionist discourse which
might lead to a more unequivocal anti-Roma discourse or policies. As they note,
the Roma community might be targeted as ‘enemies from beyond’ (beside Jews,
sexual minorities, immigrants) who might conspire with enemies from above (the
EU or other foreign powers) to undermine or denationalize the Romanian state
and implicitly the nation.

As The Alliance for the Unity of Romanians can be labelled as an openly na-
tionalistic party with an ultra-conservative agenda which “brings together some
people whose history is linked to the late period of communism. Its candidates
are experts in propaganda, intellectuals with more or less open sympathy for le-
gionnaires and legionary or pro-legionary intellectuals, businessmen and itinerant
politicians who wander from one radical party to another” (Schmitt 2020).

The president and founder of the party, George Simion, began his political life
as an activist in Moldova, where he founded several unionist youth organizations.
Unlike previous nationalist parties in Romania (The Greater Romania Party) or sim-
ilar European nationalist parties today (National Rally, Freedom Party, Alternative
for Germany), the AUR is open to share national sovereignty with transnational
forces such as the EU or NATO. AUR does not question, for the moment, the Eu-
ropean path of Romania, but according to its manifesto, the party’s main mission
is to unite Romanians from all over the world. As a result, its central focus is the
unification of Romania with the Republic of Moldova. The unionist agenda was the
core and main trigger in the success of AUR in the last legislative election, being
able to capture votes from double — Romanian-Moldavian — citizenship.

AUR draw from the historic-cultural unionist background of Great Romania (the
Kingdom of Romania in the interwar period) with the aim to (re)build the national
faith, cultural imagination, and community imaginary.
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For instance, the religious ultra-orthodox agenda (shared with the Orthodox
Brotherhood) present in their discourse and precepts of a conservative Orthodox
Christian nation may contribute to the formation of a concept of a new society
and state. Indeed, this longstanding background that makes populist ideas seem
reasonable, and gives populism its appeal — what makes it ‘feel right’ or to be ‘a
way-of-life’ to its audience (Pally 2020). Within the Romanian political life, the
ultraorthodox nationalist sense of belonging and this ‘way-of-life’ was well capi-
talized by AUR. There is no other political party which captures these feelings, no
other party is open to religious gatherings co-organized with representatives of
the radical factions of the Orthodox Church, with the exception of AUR no oth-
er party organizes marches against sanitary restrictions through which patriotic
songs are sung in a deep sense of communion. The void created after the dissolu-
tion of the Great Romania party (and the death of Vadim Tudor, it's founder) has
been strategically occupied by the AUR (Miscoiu 2021).

Although very new, the party is already labelled as a far-right populist one by
several analysts (Miscoiu—Bogdan 2021: 23-24). The definition used of radical right
party is based on the classification Mudde (2019: 7) provided in his comprehen-
sive study of the far right party family which includes the two categories of the
extreme right and the radical right. The two differ in their stances on democracy.
While the extreme right contests the main features of democracy (including ma-
jority rule and popular sovereignty), the radical right accepts democracy but rejects
some key elements such as minority rights and the rule of law.

The disappointment with the old political elite played an important role in the
emergence of AUR as well. Since 1989, Romania has been governed largely by the
Social Democratic Party (PSD), the National Liberal Party (PNL), the Democratic
Alliance of Hungarians in Romania (UDMR), and several small formations with
short-term or limited impact on political life (Rados: 2009). The PSD was repeat-
edly accused of corruption, abuse of power, and labelled as the successor of the
Romanian Communist Party, and suffered significant damage to their reputation in
the last three years after the incarceration of its former leader, Liviu Dragnea. The
National Liberal Party provedto have integrity issues. In addition, the PNL's deci-
sions to form controversial coalitions (including the one from 2021) with the PSD
have negatively impacted the party’s image.

Therefore

“Essentially, Romanians had to choose between three scenarios in December
2020. They could vote for the existing political class, vote for an anti-system party or
ignore the polls entirely. Exactly 535,828 (9,08 per cent) Romanians chose to back
anti-system groups, giving the AUR enough votes to get into the parliament. Although
the group’s success is not necessarily linked to the poor performance of the other
parties in the electoral campaign, it can be attributed to the fact that many voters
just wanted to show their contempt for the old political class” (Demianenco 2027).
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Advancing in the context described above, AUR used the political atmosphere
of disappointment and appetite for nationalism efficiently, together with the rise
of religious conservatism. Additional factors which had led to the success of Aur
in the last legislative election were, for instance the pandemic crisis or the role
played by the social media in the promotion of the party. But first and foremost,
AUR can be considered a nationalist container of hatred providing a cultural and
psychological preparation for xenophobic actions, including those against minority
groups, and implicitly against the Roma. As the interviews prove in the second part
of the article, the concern expressed by the NGO activists lies in the fascist ideol-
ogy of the party, to think of ‘the other’ as problematic, or harmful. Such approach
increases the moral permissibility of violence, similar to the ‘license’ of neofascist
ideology.

AUR and lack of Roma representation

If we address the question of whom speaks for the Roma to protect their inter-
ests vis-a-vis the growing populist wave in Romania, we might follow a “pragmatic
approach in determining the shared interests of the Roma by focusing on formal
organizations which lobby or speak on their behalf” (McGarry 2010: 142). The in-
terests of Roma across Romania vary, as such it should not be assumed that what
Roma organizations advocate for is directly correlated with the interests of the
Roma community itself. Taking such a pragmatic approach, the only criteria based
on the assumption that “identity and interests are insoluble” for the Roma and
“locally based NGOs obtain de facto legitimacy due to proximity” (McGarry 2010:
125). These explains the large spectrum of the positions of Roma NGOs towards
AUR, as such organizations have local and particular political, economic or social
interests.

The processes of ethnic mobilization and interest articulation (McGarry 2010:
2) might be examined through ‘organizing structures of representation’ like civil
society organizations. The present article deals exclusively with the perception of
Roma civil society and discusses views from the Roma nongovernmental organ-
izations regarding the AUR, without considering other vectors of the society, for
example the Roma elite (a relativistic concept in the Romanian Roma context)
or political parties themselves (in 2021 a Romani party with self-proclaimed rep-
resentation claim does not exist, and the former ones lost their legitimacy).

As Miscoiu (2006) analysed it, the main characteristics of the Roma com-
munities in Central and Eastern Europe might be summarized as socio-econom-
ic-political precariousness due to: 1. low level of self-consciousness; 2. non-terri-
torial distribution; 3. traditional social organization; 4. marginal economic status;
5. vertical and horizontal social and cultural immobility and rigidity; and 6. hetero-
geneous cultural and political elites (Miscoiu 2006: 80).
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“The non-governmental organisations of the Roma [...] are far from having acqui-
red any form of legitimacy from the Roma communities. [...] If, however, someone
desires to find some elements of legitimacy, he or she may observe the prestige
that some of the NGO leaders have within a certain layer of the Roma communities
(this is the case of the leader of Aven Amentza, Vasile lonescu). However, this pres-
tige does not transform itself into confidence that might be utilized in an electoral or
in a militant manner” (Miscoiu 2006: 82).

While they are not necessarily representative of the entire range of Roma com-
munities, the Roma NGOs have deep knowledge and expertise not only about the
context and the situation of the Roma ethnic groups, but also about the challenges
the Roma are confronted with. Moreover, the Roma civil society gathers to some
extent the most advanced strata of the Roma communities in terms of social and
intellectual capital, who represent a valid interlocutor for the Romanian authorities
in their relation with the Roma groups (Salat-Miscoiu 2021). Their understanding
of the social and political dynamics of the Roma communities and the assessment
they make about the minority’s future development as affected by the political
evolutions in Romania seem to be particularly relevant. For all these reasons, it is
pertinent to study the way the Roma civil activists understand and perceive the
spectacular emergence of AUR and more importantly its possible consequences
for the Roma communities.

Research design

The second part of the article consists of the organization and the interpreta-
tion of the main results of a qualitative inquiry we made in October—November
2021. During the inquiry, we interviewed mainly online 20 leaders of ‘Roma NGOs'
(non-governmental organizations specialized in the defence of the human, social,
economic, political and/or cultural rights of the Romanian Roma ethnics). The
selection of the respondents was based on the principle of reasonable balance in
terms of gender, age, location and education as reported to the Roma civically and
politically active citizens. So, the sample is not statistically relevant, but satisfies the
primary need of this investigation, namely to assure a wide variety of profiles and
opinions. Detailed data about these profiles and the duration of the interviews
may be found in Annex no. 1. To each participant, we applied a semi-structured
interview including 11 questions the order of which could be alternated based on
the answers (see Annex no. 2). For the analysis of the responses, we used the in-
ductive thematic analysis described by Warren and Karner (2014).
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Arguments

As a result of this inquiry, we synthesized three main arguments of the Roma
NGO militants with regard to the consequences of the emergence of AUR for the
future of the Roma communities:

1. The representatives of the Roma civil society believe that AUR is a potential
threat to the Roma communities, given the party’s ideological lineage with the
interwar Iron Guard and with the 1940s’ fascist regime.

2. They also believe that, as it is deeply Eurosceptic, AUR will affect Romania’s
European path, with negative repercussions on all the majority-minority rela-
tions.

3. On the other hand, the Roma NGO militants think that AUR has a socio-economic
platform that is oriented towards more redistribution, fairness and equity, which
could be favourable to the disadvantaged and marginalized Roma communities.

I. A fascist legacy...

Most respondents indicated that they were genuinely concerned about AUR'’s
ambiguous attitude with regards to the interwar and WWII Romanian fascist move-
ments. As one of them put it, “Whatever the AUR leaders say, they are the heirs
of the Legion, this is a secret for virtually nobody” (M. P). For another respondent,
AUR is the first party which embraced a mixture of legionary and pro-Antonescu
ideologies, which explains the wider electoral addressability of the party among
the radical and the nostalgic nationalist public:

“l am not a specialist of the far-right. But | saw in AUR a combination of the revo-
lutionary and insurrectionary activism of the Iron Guard, on the one hand, and of the
military dictatorship of lon Antonescu, on the other hand. Both trends are present in
AUR - look at their leader, George Simion, and at that other guy, Georgescu whose
video messages we all watched!” (W. B.)

Our interviewees presented several reasons for fearing AUR's fascist lineage
and its potential negative impact on the fate of the ethnic minorities in Romania
and especially on that of the Roma. The first is the authoritative nature of these
interwar precursors of AUR that is reproduced in the party’s actions and discours-
es. As one of the respondents put it, “the success of the fascists is due to their
rejection of democracy — of course a democracy that is always imperfect and that
they claim they will correct” (I. G.). For other participants of our research, there are
“clear signs that AUR would impose a far-right dictatorship [...], a system where
minorities could be easily persecuted” (L. M.). AUR seems to be “a party which will
not hesitate to forcefully impose its decisions, this is already obvious when we see
their behaviour in the Parliament” (D. D.). The same respondent shows his concerns
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about the fact that “minorities will not find their place in a decision-making system
led by such an authoritative party” (D. D.). Moreover, among the minorities that
could be affected by an eventually authoritarian deviation of an AUR-led govern-
ment, the Roma seem to be particularly affected, because:

“We all know that we, the Roma, we are free, in spirit and in action. Most Roma
have a problem with discipline and authority, so they will rebel against any attempt
to control their freedom of movement or to impose rules that are not consistent with
their way of life” (A. P).

The second reason for thinking that the fascist roots of AUR push the party
towards anti-minority and more particularly anti-Roma attitudes and initiatives is
the perception according to which AUR has not only a historical affinity for the
fascist regime of lon Antonescu, but also a non-critical view on its involvement in
the Jewish Holocaust and in the Roma genocide (Porajmos in Romani language).
These concerns are based on the fact that, according to one of our respondents,
“several AUR leaders expressed their admiration for lon Antonescu’s regime, either
in public speeches or, more often, online, in the social media” (W. B.). Other in-
terviewees also share this fear and underline the ‘short memory of the Romanian
society’ or even ‘its ignorance’ about the Second World War Roma genocide. One
of them stresses the “irresponsibility of those who play with the traumatic mem-
ory of the Holocausts, both the Jewish and the Roma ones” (M. P), while another
deplores the “attempts of all these nationalist politicians to rehabilitate Antonescu
who deported tens of thousands of Roma in Transnistria” (I. G.).

What qualifies AUR as a movement in line with the fascist regime’s ideology
and policies? For several respondents, AUR seems to embody “all these sinister
paths” towards “excusing the WWII fascist regime for its crimes, wrongfully pre-
sented as being committed in the name of the country and of the nation” (D. D.).

There are a couple of “clues pointing out that AUR is behaving like an ideo-
logical continuator of the Antonescian regime” (R. H.). The first is that “it is quite
militarist, full of old generals, generals of the old guard, like the strange General
Chelaru, the one with those extravagant theories” (K. L.). And, as another re-
spondent put it, “it is obvious that the old military who joined nationalist parties,
even if they are civilian now, have a high respect for Antonescu and would never
criticize his regime” (W. B.). Thus, for the Roma communities, “who were actually,
along with the Jewish ones, the only two to be persecuted to the point of being
eradicated by the Antonescu’s fascists” (M. P), the traumatic memory of the 1940s
is still strong and pushes their representatives to be vigilant about any political
attempt to restore or to rehabilitate the Marshall’s reign.

The second indicator of AUR’s fascist-authoritarian dimension and of its af-
filiation with the Antonescu’s regime lies in its attitude towards the Republic of
Moldova. AUR is an openly unionist party, backing the reunification of Moldova
with Romania, described as the mother-country of the Moldovans (Miscoiu 2021).
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While this attitude is widely spread among the other Romanian political parties,
AUR particularizes itself by its “aggressive anti-Russian platform, which fuelled its
number of votes among the radical Moldovan-Romanian by-national citizens” (D.
D.). Some of the interviewees give their best to explain why they are “truly con-
cerned about AUR™:

“Let me tell how it is: Antonescu invaded the Soviet Union to re-annex Moldova
and deported us to the Bug shores, at the margin of the lands Romania had just an-
nexed. Now, AUR wants to get Moldova back to Romania and glorifies Antonescu.
Logically, what could one expect to happen with the Roma?” (E. Z.)

AUR'’s unionism seems to our respondents as being not firstly patriotic but
mainly nostalgic about an authoritarian-militarist regime that besides annexing the
Eastern territories perpetrated the mass deportation of the Romanian Roma. As
one of them put it:

“Only God knows how much our parents or grand-parents suffered in those
times. How could one still defend this regime? Aren’t they aware that behind union-
ism lies the memory of tens of thousands of Roma victims?” (L. R.)

These multiple connections between AUR and the fascist WWII Antonescu re-
gime are not the only elements that seem to make a wide consensus among our
respondents. They also tend to agree about the fact that “the efforts of the AUR’s
leaders to deny these allegations are very weak and unconvincing” (J. P). According
to some other respondents, “there is no real and direct distancing of AUR from
the Antonescu’s regime” (S. J.), while, on the other hand there were “nevertheless
some statements denying that AUR is a legionary party, as | can remember” (F H.).
This seems to be even more troubling for some Roma civic activists, as “historically,
those who persecuted the Roma were Antonescu’s fascists and it happened after
the failed rebellion of the Iron Guard” (D. D.). So, rejecting the legionary affiliation
but assuming or accepting the fact that they have a penchant for Antonescu’s
regime seems even “more terrifying for the Roma and shows to what extent AUR
is dangerous for our communities” (A. P).

1. (...) and euroscepticism (...)

More than half of our respondents indicated in a spontaneous way that they
feared AUR's anti-European or at least Eurosceptical attitudes could affect Roma-
nia's European path to which the ethno-cultural minorities are attached. What
qualifies AUR as a party opposing the European Union? For about half of our
respondents, “there is no doubt that AUR is anti-European” (M. P, L. R.). This atti-
tude of AUR became “evident since the very beginning, | think this is what makes
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AUR unique among the Romanian political parties” (P U.). An even more attentive
activist observed that “the main leaders of AUR launch from time to time anti-Eu-
ropean messages in the media” (L. M.). For other respondents, being anti-EU is
"very beneficial for the party” as “it found in this way a sure avenue in Romanian
politics” (R. H.).

This being said, not all the respondents agree about AUR’s exact stance on the
European Union. Some of them believe that AUR is rather only Eurosceptic, while
most (10 out of the total 15) tend to believe that it is anti-European. Those of the
first category appreciate that “no Romanian party can afford to openly oppose
the EU, as Romanians are economically too dependent of the Union” (S. J.). Anoth-
er respondent pointed out the fact that:

"AUR campaigned and scored big time in the diaspora and the Romanians of
the diaspora are there because of the freedom of movement. So, AUR criticizes the
EU, especially on the moral and religious dimension, but could never propose some
sort of Ro-exit. It is an Eurosceptic but not really an anti-European party” (D. D.).

On a contrary, most interviewees believe that AUR is a “totally anti-Europe-
an party” (E. Z.). The identification of AUR with the interwar and WWII far-right
worked in this sense as a solid argument. As one of them put it, “how could a fas-
cist party be pro-European?!” (W. B.). For other respondents, “it is not even worth
asking these questions, those guys, if in power, would send us out of the Union on
the spot!” (R. H.). There is a “radical incompatibility between this party and the EU,
they [AUR] simply don't fit in-there” (A. P).

Disregarding the kind of judgement, they make about the nature of AUR’s posi-
tion on the EU, being anti-European or just Eurosceptic, almost all the respondents
believe that AUR’s attitude towards the EU is prejudicial to the development of the
ethnic minorities’ identities and in particular to that of the Roma. This is because
“Romania made efforts to arrive at the point where it tried at least to build a sys-
tem of protection of the national minorities” that was “definitely encouraged or
even imposed by the EU” (D. D.). Some respondents also believe that a victory of
AUR "would be catastrophic for our European identity” (K. L.) and that minorities
would suffer as minority rights are defended by the EU. One of the respondents
explains in detail:

“In Romania, human rights are globally respected to a great extent, but there
have been several occasions where the rights of the Roma individuals have suffe-
red and the European Courts repaired the damages. If AUR was in power, there
would be a serious problem with respecting the supremacy of the European law,
just like in Poland” (R. H.).

Moreover, the perspective of a Ro-Exit encouraged by AUR represents a par-
ticular concern for our respondents. This is because “the Roma are among the
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most mobile communities in Europe” and so “the remittances sent by the several
hundreds of thousands of Romanian Roma working in other EU countries would
disappear” (L. R.). Leaving the EU would leave the Roma “both defenseless and
much poorer, even if they still do not realize this at the moment” (E. Z.).

Even if Ro-Exit did not happen, the eventual presence of AUR in the Romanian
Government would jeopardize the country’s European path, with direct or indirect
effects on the ethnic minorities. First, this “would look very bad in the eyes of our
European partners” and would also be interpreted in the following way: “the party
of Hungarian minority is replaced by the extremists as a governmental coalition
member” (M. P). This would also alienate the other smaller minorities, who will
feel "unsafe, given the trend that an anti-European party” (E. Z.). Then, it would
create a context where the EU “would put pressure on Romania” and, “as the
reaction to pressure would be retaliation, the scapegoats would obviously be the
less accepted minority — the Roma” (W. B.). Thus, an eventual presence of AUR in
the government would generate a high amount of criticism from the EU and this
would push AUR to taking “even more anti-minority measures” (L. M.).

3. (-..) but more social and economic fairness.

In spite of all these fears and elements of deep concern, the programme
of the Alliance for the Romanians’ Unity, along with this party’s discourse and
with some of its initiatives, comprise a dimension that could have indirect positive
consequences for the Roma. AUR is perceived by our respondents rather as a “so-
cialist or at least a left wing party, from an economic perspective” (D. D.). Given the
socio-economic situation of the numerous Roma communities — marginalization,
exclusion, isolation, poverty (Miscoiu 2006; Hritcu—Miscoiu 2014), a party with a
more inclusive and redistributive platform could “be seen as a solution by many
Roma citizens” (P U.). As AUR's programme is oriented towards the “rather poor
and discontent Romanians” and as “other parties, including the Social-Democrats,
are not really interested in helping the disadvantaged” (S. J.), the Alliance has “a
chance to convince quite a few Roma voters, who are more interested in finding a
solution to survive and pay little attention to cultural or linguistic discrimination”
(K. L.). As some other respondents put it, “there is no preoccupation in Romanian
society with the poor and the marginal, and AUR tries to fill this gap too” (R. H.).

Moreover, the social-conservative ideological stance of AUR seems to
be popular especially among some particular categories of Roma, such as the
neo-protestant communities. As an NGO leader who serves also as a pastor put it,

"AUR vocally promotes the values of Christianity and family, who speak a lot to
some newly born local Roma chieftains. They might be ready to ignore all the other
aspects of AUR, including what some of its candidates say about us being ‘dirty
Gypsies’, guilty of the all the problems of Romania” (A. P).
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This religious-conservative position is consistent with the pro-family platform
promoted by the party, which includes a strong social and economic dimension. As
the Roma are “among the demographically most fertile ethnic groups”, the initia-
tives to provide “financial support for the families with three or more children are
naturally beneficial for the Roma” (E. Z.). For other respondents, “it makes sense to
be ready to support a party that subsidizes families, if you know you have or will
have many children” (F H.). This explains why the mixture between a discourse of
social and economic equity and moral rigor is in line with some Roma communi-
ties” aspirations, as it was also the case in the past (Miscoiu 2014). For another in-
terviewee, it is the “simplicity of AUR's discourse on faith and on family that could
seduce the Roma voters”, as they are “even less inclined than the other Romanians
to listen to the endless speeches of the old parties” (P U.).

Finally, several respondents said that AUR’s direct presence in the local commu-
nities during the electoral campaign was appreciated by the Roma ethnics. Unlike
the mainstream parties, “AUR did not hesitate to go to the most miserable villages
of Romania” (S. S.), promoting in this way “some sort of normality that other pol-
iticians lack”, “shaking hands and chatting with us, from the less fortunate dude
who barely has something to eat to the mayor and the local businessmen” (P U.).
Five of the NGO activists we interviewed praised AUR's strategy of conquering
the ‘deep countryside and the poorest neighbourhoods’. This was a proof that
the party “genuinely relies on the less fortunate people”, which could lead to re-
distributive social policies “the Roma ethnics could benefit from” (L. M.). Thus, by
tackling the extreme polarization of the Romanian society, with the Roma being
“at the very bottom of the pyramid”, AUR could contribute “to repair the huge
economic imbalances the Roma have been confronted with for centuries” (I. G.).

Nevertheless, almost all the respondents agreed about the fact that these ini-
tiatives and programmes could only accidentally benefit the Roma communities.
In fact, there is no doubt the AUR leaders never took into consideration the so-
cio-economic situation of the Roma people and, as a respondent ironically put
it, “it's better they didn’t, because otherwise who knows what AUR could have
proposed!” (S. J.). So, the Roma are among the citizens who could “benefit from an
eventual social turn of the public policies in Romania, in case AUR got in power”,
but this is rather circumstantial and does not reflect any intention of this party to
“particularly address the problems raised by the Roma ethnics” (). P).

Conclusions

Our article raises new questions on the rebirth of far-right populism in Romania
and the reactions of the Roma community — among political scientists, sociolo-
gists, psychologists, and others. In these times of worldwide far-right populism,
identity-related concerns, economic crisis and turbulent political live, the success
of the Alliance for the Unity of the Romanians in the 2020 parliamentary elections
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has been associated with the negation of pluralism and the dismantling of incipi-
ent forms of equality and inclusion policies. As we have seen in this article, AUR is
a populist far-right party with an ultra-conservative agenda, and its perception by
the ethnic minority activists is likely to be that of a threat to the collective identity
of the non-majority groups.

As expected, the Roma civil society militants perceive AUR as an extremist
party that continues and refreshes the legacy of the interwar fascist movements
and of the WWII fascist regime of Marshall lon Antonescu, the latter having been
a direct oppressor of the Romanian Roma. Moreover, they saw in AUR's anti-Eu-
ropean or Eurosceptic position a danger for the stability of the majority-minority
relations, mainly because an eventual distancing of Romania from the EU would
leave the Roma minority without its supranational protector., and less expectedly,
AUR conservative social agenda and more particularly its pro-family programme
was seen by the Roma civic activists as a potential positive trend for the poor and
marginalized Roma communities.

Our investigation opens several avenues for further research. Despite the unique
situation and characteristics of the Roma minority, several other minority groups
could make the object of a similar demarche, meant to understand the way their
relevant representatives or the average minority group members stand in relation
with the Romanian far right’s rebirth. Then, a second path would be to study in-
depth the discourse of AUR regarding ethnic minorities during the 2020-2024
legislative term to investigate its evolution and to assess the party’s changes of
strategy on this sensitive issue. Then, a promising option would be the compare
AUR'’s perception by the Roma and/or by other minorities to the ones of the its
precursors, such as the Party for the National Unity of the Romanians (PUNR), the
Greater Romania Party (PRM), the New Generation Party (PNG) or the People’s Par-
ty Dan Diaconescu (PPDD). Finally, by keeping in mind the three main arguments
we developed, another possible path would be to compare the perception of AUR
by the Roma minority’s representatives to the one of some other similar parties
by minority groups in a relevant pool of Central and Eastern European countries.
This could consolidate the comparative studies of the contemporary far-right's
attitudes about and perceptions by the minority groups in this region.
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Annex no. 1. Profiles of the NGO Activists

Profession of the Length of

No. Initials County Sex Age NGO leadership the inter-
member view
1 JLP GJ M 56 Teacher 60’
2 W. B. MH F 40 Civic Activist 55'
3 AP AR M 45 Pastor 65’
4 K. L. MS M 51 Businessman 60’
5 D. D B F 28 PhD Student 65’
6 R. H. IS M 49 Legal Councillor 50’
7 I. G Vs M 38 Public officer 60’
8 FH AG F 44 Nurse 55'
9 S. ) BV M 51 Businessman 60’
10 M. P AB F 48 Teacher 55’
n L. R. B M 67 Retired 65’
12 E Z cT M 32 Social Assistant 55’
13 RU. @] F 48 Technician 60’
14 L. M. HG M 35 Businessman 55'
15 S.S. B M 72 Goldsmith 60’
16 D. U. @] M 74 Electrician 55’
17 A.C (@] M 44 Engineer 55’
18 AP @] M 51 Support staff 45’
19 A V. BH F 65 Teacher 60’
20 B. D. BH M 34 Public officer 50
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Annex no. 2. Interview Guide

1 Please explain to us the type of organization you are involved in, your experience
in the organization, and the nature of your activity.

2 To what extent do you believe that the political developments in Romania affect
the status and the evolution of the Roma communities?

3 What about that of the Roma NGOs? Is their development subject to change as
regards to the political evolution?

4 How much have you been interested in observing the Romanian radical, populist
and extremist parties that have been active at different moments in time in
post-communist Romania?

5 When and how did you first hear about the Alliance for the Union of the Roma-
nians (AUR)?

6 How would you characterize AUR? Could AUR be placed among the parties you
mentioned/ we discussed at Question # 47

7 According to your knowledge, what is this party’s position with respect to the
ethno-cultural minorities in Romania?

8 More specifically, as far as you are informed, what are the intentions of AUR with
regards to the Roma communities in Romania?

9 What about AUR’s more general political platform, such as its socio-economic
doctrine, as reflected in the political programme and in the declarations and
initiatives of its representatives? If it was put into practice, how would this pro-
gramme affect the Roma communities?

10 How would you assess AUR's attitude to the European Union and to Romania’s
pursuit of the European integration? How would AUR’s European policy affect
the ethnic minorities in Romania, and especially the Roma?

11 What would the consequences of a potential election of AUR as majority party
be? First, for the Roma communities, and then for the Roma civil society?
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WHEN THE DEmos TAKES TO THE STREET
Protest ParTicipaTION IN Romania, BETWEEN My anD Reauity (1990—2021)

Sorin-Gelu Borza—Victor Papp

Motto: "What is the use of living, if it be not to strive for noble causes and to make this muddled world
a better place for those who will live in it after we are gone?” (Sir Winston Churchill 1908)

Introduction

m Seen as forms of political participation and contestation, democratic protests
in post-communist Romania had a direct impact on the functioning of democracy,
often leading to important social and political changes. Beyond their historical re-
ality, these social movements can be and have been interpreted in different ways,
depending on the collective imaginary and the political myths employed.

This paper represents an attempt to interpret the main moments of the po-
litical challenge consumed between 1990 and 2021 in terms of the keys offered
by the political imaginary and myths. ‘Golania’ and ‘Mineriadele’ from 1990-1991,
‘University Square 2012', ‘Post-Colectiv Political Revolution’ from 2015, #Rezist
Phenomenon (2017-2019) and the ‘Protest of Free Romanians’ during the COV-
ID—19 pandemic, are all considered. All these episodes of the political contestation
have benefited from detailed descriptions in the media (Revista 22, Critic Atac,
Mediafax, Agerpres News Agency, etc.) and from a solid analytical literature (Abra-
ham 1990; Bulai 2012; Cesereanu 2020; Dumbraveanu 1991; Gallagher 2004; Ghe-
orghe—Huminic 1999; Margarit 2016; Momoc—Butoi-Stefanel-Podaru 2019; Nico-
lau 1997; Radu—Buti 2019; Stanici 2018; Stoica—Mihailescu 2012; Stefanescu 2011),
both constituting rich resources that allow a longitudinal comparative analysis.

Without claiming to be exhaustive, this paper’s scope is to analyze the interpre-
tations and narratives of the protagonists of the main moments of political contes-
tation (protesters vs. target of contestation: the Romanian rulers of the last 30 years),
including the intentional use of political mythologies and Manichaean approaches
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with the aim to construct meaning and determining both mobilization and action.
By understanding how the ‘street’ and the ‘public square’ have worked in their
relationship with political myths, we can better understand democracy in Romania.
But beyond the political imaginary, after 30 years of street democracy, it is worth
reflecting on the real and profound changes that these political contestations have
managed to produce and still produce in the Romanian democratic system.

Theoretical framework

The protest movements of the contemporary demos can be studied from sev-
eral perspectives. A first general approach aims at protests as collective actions
in their sociological sense, as social movements. Understood as processes of pro-
found change in society, social movements broadly overlap with those of democra-
tization. However, the correspondence between democratization and social move-
ments does not automatically mean that those movements are expressions of
democracy, just as political democracy does not necessarily mean the presence of
social movements. Rather, it would be a covariation of the two, meaning similar
processes, supporting both (Sava 2014).

On the other hand, from the point of view of political science, protests, under
their various manifestations, can be considered forms of unconventional, hetero-
dox political participation and an indicator of citizens’ involvement in political life,
falling within “that set of acts and attitudes that tend to influence (in a more or less
direct, and more or less legal manner) the decisions of those in power in the political
system or in the political organizations taken separately, as well as their choices, in
the perspective of preserving or modifying the structure (and therefore the values)
of the system of dominant interests” (Pasquino 2002).

Seen from yet another perspective, the street protests of the demos fall within
the concept of “political contention” (Tarrow—Tilly 2007), by which we understand
the general plan that brings together contestation, collective action, and politics.
Political contestation involves the interaction of actors who make claims that will
affect the interests of other actors (contention), leading to combined efforts on
behalf of shared interests and programs (collective action), in which governments
are involved as targets, even as initiators of claims, or as third parties (politics). In
‘Dynamics of Contention’, the three authors, representative for this field of study
(McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly) distinguish between limited / ‘contained contention’
and ‘transgressive contention’. The collective political struggle is thus defined as
“an episodic, public, collective interaction among makers of claims and their ob-
jects when (a) at least one government is a claimant, an object of claims, or a party
to the claims and (b) the claims would, if realized, affect the interests of at least one
of the claimants, (c) at least some parties to the conflict are newly self-identified
political actors, and/or (d) at least some parties employ innovative collective action”
(McAdam-Tarrow—Tilly 2004).
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By virtue of this definition, not all politics is contentious. Most of the political
life consists of continuous events, such as the electoral process, the legislature of
the Parliament, political consultations, the implementation of public policies, etc.
All these involve actions of contention either to a very small extent, or not at all,
in most cases. In other words, the contention we are referring to, represents that
part of politics that is rather incidental than normative, which occurs in public, in-
volves interactions between claimants and other actors, is recognized by the latter
as affecting their interests and brings to the stage the government, in our case, as
the target of the contestation.

Most of the events that are subject to political contention fall into the trans-
gressive category, the dichotomy having in principle the role of emphasizing the
specificity of the field, namely the emphasis on emerging and unconventional
forms of contestation. The most important distinction from political contention
in the general sense is that of the novelty of its transgressive form in the political
context in which it manifests itself, in the sense that its actions can be categorized
as innovative because it incorporates claims, selects objects of claims, it includes
collective self-representations and/or adopts means that either do not have a cor-
respondent in the given reality or are prohibited within the regime in which they
operate (McAdam-Tarrow—Tilly 2004).

The issue of protests in a dynamic and constantly changing environment, such
as contemporary Romanian society, involves a careful analysis, and the conceptual
framework offered by the political contention, even without going into details,
gives us a starting point in this regard. (Draghia 2015).

During 30 years of post-communist Romania, there have been several demos
protests against different governments, movements that are part of the concep-
tualization of transgressive political contention, described above. These protests
started with ‘Golania’ and ‘Mineriadele’ from 1990-1991, then continued with the
‘Bucharest Spring’ (2012), the ‘Political Revolution” from 2015, the #Rezist phenom-
enon (2017-2019) and ended with ‘The protest of the free Romanians’ of today,
during the COVID-19 pandemic (2020-2021).

All these forms of the demos manifesting in the streets were not only some
of the most visible forms of participation and political activism, but also a form of
protest with a direct impact on democratic governments, often leading to social
and political change. The protests ultimately contributed to shaping the form of
today’s Romanian representative democracy, but the essential question is: beyond
the collective imaginary, how significant was this influence and how major were
the changes produced? We will return to these issues in a broader discussion in
the concluding part of the paper.

Especially in the last 10 years, Romania has experienced an unprecedented
effervescence of protest movements. This aspect became very clear after the out-
break of the economic crisis in 2008, but especially after 2011, when internationally
known events as the ‘Arab Spring’ brought to the fore the violent challenge result-
ing in some cases in the overthrow of political regimes.
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Regardless of the theoretical angle we approach the protests — as unconven-
tional forms of political participation, contentious politics or, in their wider ac-
ceptance, as social movements — one aspect stands out: the role of discontent,
indignation and other emotional reactions in generating and supporting all these
street movements. The protests were born out of emotion and in turn generated
strong emotions, which were then converted into political changes.

From a neo-functionalist perspective of the theory of social movements, “so-
cial dissatisfaction, anxiety and tension must be constructed, even generated, so
as to result in a desired collective action. What matters is the perceived reality, the
constructed society, and less the real one, which no one can evaluate objectively”
(Sava 2014). From this constructivist view, social movements and contentious pol-
itics can be inspired, sometimes even fabricated. Emotions, the construction of
meaning through the production of frames (framing), collective identities, and
culture, all intervene in this process.

The mobilizations associated with spontaneous or organized riots represent
emotional reactions generated by a triggering factor, an apparently minor event
(such as the aggression against a protester, or the resignation of a ‘hero’). There
are events that induce collective reactions and involve ‘moral emotions’ (Jasper
2011). These emotions are triggered by a reaction to a moral issue (perceived
as unjust, unfair, dishonest) and can be used by civic or political activists, or by
the entrepreneurs of social movements (Sava 2014), facilitators, individuals who
change the direction and dynamics of protests, to transform spectators and pas-
sive sympathizers into active participants.

The transformation process is best described by the theory of framing (Goff-
man 1974), as the succession of stages (motivational, compatibility and identity)
through which an individual defines his attitude towards an object or a movement.
Intervening on these stages can stimulate the desired reaction, positive or negative
feelings, and can produce favorable or unfavorable attitudes. After all, framing the-
ory is about the constant struggle to generate ideas and meanings.

‘Meaning’ includes “the moral meaning of the notion of right and wrong, the cog-
nitive meaning of the notions of true and false, the perceived meaning of pleasant
and unpleasant, the social meaning of identity and difference, the aesthetic un-
derstanding of beauty and ugliness, and other meanings that we employ in giving
meaning to objects, things, people, events and actions” (Sava 2014: 239).

The meanings are constructed through what is called framing. These frame-
works help us organize the reality around us and guide our actions. In the case of
social movements, collective action is in turn guided by collective frameworks and
collective meanings, sets of beliefs and action-oriented meanings that inspire and
legitimize activities. Frames are “the result of shared and negotiated meanings”
(Benford—Snow 2000), with a function of guiding action and generating collective
action.

“Basically, the adherents of a movement negotiate a common understanding
of an existing situation based on which they define the need for change, desig-
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nate what should be blamed, develop a set of alternatives and urge others to act
together to generate change” (Sava 2014).

The place of political myths in this process of meaning making (framing) is a
major one. They are the fuel that contributes to the triggering of emotional reac-
tions and fuel the production of frames and collective meanings. They legitimize
the political contention and inspire the construction of desirable or unfavorable
collective identities. They have an explanatory and mobilizing role. In other words,
they have the ability to move the people from their balcony, as merely spectators,
to the 'street’.

From a complex mythological constellation, Raoul Girardet synthesized four
fundamental political myths characteristic of contemporary societies: The Con-
spiracy, The Savior, The Golden Age, and Unity (Girardet 1997). “Romania currently
appears as an ideal laboratory where they all meet, intertwine and dissociate in
countless variants” (Boia 2010). Generally speaking, the post-Communist Romani-
an society has been, and still is, animated by strong mythological pulsations. This
is also the case of the protest movements in our country.

Mythological constellations are involved, especially in the case of political con-
tention, in the construction of meaning and in the construction of a group’s iden-
tity. By the latter we mean a “process in which actors produce common cognitive
frameworks that allow them to assess the situation and calculate the costs and
benefits of action” (Melucci 1996).

Myth is an element of the collective imaginary that is more than a still mirror of
the collective body. Myth has a function of a generative matrix through which an
identity is concretized. However, this matrix is a dynamic one. Myth must also be
seen as a result of the media (public discourse, media, cinema, social media, etc.),
permanently created and re-created by them. Being produced and put to work in a
given social and political context, the mythological constellations do not constitute
a neutral pattern of analysis but produce a series of alterations of the objects and
identities they describe and explain.

Exercising important explanatory functions, myths have been able to put some
order in the disturbing chaos of facts and events. “The events were subjected to
naming and ‘categorization’ processes, according to various available landmarks,
meant to give them one meaning or another and thus bringing ‘order’ in what ap-
peared to be a spontaneous movement, more or less surprising” (Mihailescu 2012).

However, the available landmarks are always culturally oriented, and they must
be understood as a collection of symbols and myths, including political ones, im-
ages, traditions, narratives, social norms, common memories, etc. From this toolkit,
the leaders and the entrepreneurs of social movements extract those pieces that
are necessary for the construction of a desirable collective identity and mental
frameworks favorable to one’s own narrative and unfavorable to opponents (Sava
2014: 240).

The relationship between political contestation and these cultural frameworks
is ambivalent. In a sense, social movements are actively involved in the manipula-
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tion and calibration of cultural frameworks. In the other direction, cultural frame-
works in turn ensure the manipulation and calibration of movements, so that
strategic objectives are best served.

The modern political myth does not only have a merely explanatory role, but
also a mobilizing, ‘performative’ one: “[it] does not explain reality, adequately or
not, but tries to produce it; therefore, the political myth has many factual elements
that connect it to reality, but not to explain it, but to unify it in an image as acces-
sible as possible to the collective imaginary. Even when it seems to explain, in fact,
the myth does not explain, but unifies disparate, fragmented information, making it
accessible to understanding and thereby allowing the triggering of an action” (Kun
2012: 15).

The mobilizing potential of political myths is manifested, par excellence, in an
ideological context (Sandru 2012: 72), the ideology being the central figure of the
socio-political imaginary. The ideology uses certain mythical constructions in a
legitimizing sense, the goal being the integration and the identity of a community
or a social group (Sandru 2009). In this ideological context, the way in which the
Other is perceived, in the context of political contestation, is decisively influenced
by the symbolic employment of the word and of political myths respectively.

“The ability to turn everything that is not on our side into manifestations of evil has
a double meaning. The technique is to say that ‘we’ are good and pure, while our
enemies (of ideas, of politics) are stupid, infected, dirty. The mythology of the trans-
formation of the Other into a Demon (n.n. demonization), respectively the const-
ruction of a discourse through which the political opponent is labeled by strings of
radically opposed positions, following the logic of the conflict between Them and
Us has been widely used [...]. Demonization works in two ways, because while
opponents are demonized, our own images are idealized” (Pop 2012: 132-133).

From the perspective of a philosophical-political analysis, Romanian politics
work within a Manichaean framework (lliescu 2003), built on the permanent con-
flict between two opposing entities: Good and Evil. This struggle is manifested
by the conviction that there is an absolute Good, which belongs to the one who
enunciates it!

In conclusion, the political imaginary and its myths create, on the one hand,
meaning and identity, bringing order to the chaos of events, while on the oth-
er hand — manifesting themselves in an ideological context, their attribute is to
urge mobilization and to determine action, a prominent function especially in the
“epochs of historical fracture” (Adamesteanu 1997), such as the post-communist
era in Romania.
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The birth of a symbol: “Piata Universitatii” / University Square (1990)

To understand the nature and dynamics of the Romanian political contention
of 1990-1991, it is important to emphasize the violent nature of the regime change
of December 1989, because between the radical character of the Revolution and
the formula of manifestation of post-communist political life there was in fact
“a congruence relationship” (Radu—Buti 2019). Democracy in Romania was born
through violence and continued, at least in the early years, in the same register of
violent conflicts at the level of political discourse, but also at the level of the street.

Against the background of the struggle for post-revolutionary political legit-
imacy, both the representatives of the new provisional power, grouped in the
National Salvation Front (FSN), and their protesters from civic organizations and
newly established historical parties cultivated political contention and confronta-
tion. Before the first free elections, the line of demarcation of the political con-
tention was drawn along the ideological cleavage ‘communism/anti-communism’.
On the one hand, there were groups of ‘'neo-communists’, labeled as such by their
political opponents, who sought to maintain the levers of power and a controlled
transition to an ‘original democracy’, on the other hand, self-proclaimed anti-com-
munist groups, who did not accept that the former leaders from the second ech-
elon of the Communist Party and the representatives of the former nomenclature
be found in the new democratic leadership structures.

What is known today as the ‘Revolution Square Phenomenon’ began on April
22, 1990 by occupying the University Square and transforming it for 53 days into
the ‘first zone free of neo-communism’ from Romania. This marathon protest
was the culmination of political and street confrontations (from January—April
1990) between the two camps. If, before May 20 (the day of the first presidential
and parliamentary elections), the University Square was “the scene of large-scale
pre-election mobilizations”, after the elections, it became “the main location of the
post-election reaction” (Sava 2014 190).

Political myths and manichaeism played a decisive role in creating both the
identity of the University Square and the political mobilization of that period.
While opponents were demonized, the group on its own was idealized. Political
myths (Conspiracy, Savior, Golden Age, and Unity) intertwined in multiple ways,
generating a complex mythological constellation. Heroes and villains clashed both
in the street and in the collective imaginary.

Ever since the choice of its name, the National Salvation Front has presented
itself as the ‘savior’ who delivered the country from the communist regime. FSN
claimed an organic connection with the population, being ‘fiber of the people’s
fiber’, while the leaders and representatives of other, historical, political parties
(PNTCD and PNL are the christian-agrarian and the liberal parties founded before
WWII and banned during the Communist Regime) were labeled as ‘sons of kulaks
(chiaburi, in Romanian) and legionaries’ who conspire against the working people.
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Hence the workers’ slogans, used and applied even by miners, such as ‘Death to
intellectuals’ and "We work, we do not think'.

lon lliescu, Petre Roman, other representatives of FSN, as well as the miners
from the Jiu Valley (who came to Bucharest), were the heroes of the day: the
'saviors’ of the people and the defenders of democracy. lon lliescu described the
protests of 1990 as “acts that demonstrate the tendency of obscure forces that
ignore the option expressed by our people and want by force to establish a fascist
regime”.

The conspiracy myth provided to FSN leaders the framework to identify the
anti-heroes: anti-FSN protesters in University Square were categorized as ‘scoun-
drels’, ‘legionnaires’ and ‘vandals’. In contrast to the official heroes, the villains,
embodying Evil, were ‘coordinated from the shadows’ by forces outside the coun-
try to endanger the stability of democracy and the unity of the country. Not co-
incidentally, the miners found “at PENETEU (n.n. PNTCD — National Peasants’ Party
— Christian Democratic) drugs, weapons, ammunition, automatic typewriter”, and
“money printing machine at PENELEU (n.n. PNL — National Liberal Party)”.

The same myths and the same technique of demonizing the opponent — in
order to create meaning and to generate mobilization — could be found on the
other side of the barricade. It is noteworthy from the beginning that the protesters
did not just occupy any public square in Bucharest, but a symbolic place, directly
related to the Revolution of December 1989 and the anti-communist struggle.
The meaning framing started right from the choice of the place of the protest.
Anti-communism ensured both the desired group identity, as well as social and
political legitimacy.

Revolutionary anti-communism tended to legitimize itself by calling for the
re-establishment of a historical link between the unsettled present and a past
whose natural course has been fractured (Sandru 2012). The interwar period was
presented as the ‘Golden Age’ of the Romanian nation, and the representatives of
the historical parties, claiming moral supremacy, could only be the true democrats
and the true ‘saviors’ of Romania. This time, they were the saviors, and the villains
could only be lliescu, Roman and the other successors of the dictatorial regime.
After the violence of June 1990, the group of villains also included miners from the
Jiu Valley, seen as the para-military repressive force of the lliescu regime.

In the narrative of the street, the opponent’s conspiracy belonged to the Se-
curitate and had neo-communist nature, the Revolution being hijacked by former
security forces and PCR (Romanian Communist Party) activists grouped in the FSN.
In the same interpretation, lliescu was presented as Nicolae Ceausescu’s successor,
and FSN as the successor of the Communist Party. ‘Unity’ and freedom could not
be manifested elsewhere than in the public square, by participating in protests.
The square was proclaimed as ‘the first zone free of communism’, over time be-
coming, symbolically, the ‘kilometer zero of democracy’.

‘University Square Phenomenon’ has experienced a pattern of evolution similar
to other social movements.
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After its emergence, followed the stage of organization (involvement of new
participants, attracting media attention, supporting demands such as the Procla-
mation of Timisoara, blocking traffic in the area) and then an attempt to institu-
tionalize (creating official organizations and bureaucratic structures to realize the
program of the movement), which, however, was realized only to a small extent.
The associations and structures that emerged did not manage to be recognized'
in the structure of Romanian society nor to achieve the desired objectives. Decline
inevitably followed (Abraham 1990). The decline of the University Square Phen-
omenon began immediately after the parliamentary and presidential elections of
May 20, elections won by FSN (67%) and lon lliescu (85%) and ended following the
violent collective behavior of June 13 and 14—15, respectively.

Starting from the violent repression of the protest, the University Square was
the birthplace of a symbol of condensation (Edelman 1999) which, in the years of
post-communist democracy, grew and cemented itself strongly in the Romanian
political imaginary. In 1990, the Collective Savior was born in the University Square,
a hero who, even if he lost the unequal fight with the authorities and the miners,
will still manage to survive in the collective imaginary and will revive every time,
when the new generations of protesters will occupy the street, and the University
Square, but also other symbolic squares in the big cities of Romania, in their fight
against the representatives of a political system considered no longer representing
them, but who also are perceived as acting against them.

The Mineriad of September 1991

Despite the overwhelming electoral score obtained in the ‘founding’ elections
of May 20, 1990, elections that led to a multiparty system with a quasi-absolute
domination of the FSN (Preda 2011), the Government could not complete its term.
The Prime Minister, Petre Roman, and his cabinet, were replaced only 18 months
after the inauguration. However, the change of government did not take place
democratically, following an election or a motion of no confidence in Parliament,
but as a direct result of a violent movement: the Mineriad of September 1991. It
was the fourth arrival of miners in Bucharest, but not the last.?

Unlike in June 1990, this time the miners did not respond to any call for 'de-
fense’ of the authorities, but on the contrary. They wanted to overthrow them!
Their labor dispute was just a pretext for hiding obvious political goals. This time,
the miners no longer went against the ‘public square’, but wanted to be the
‘street’ themselves, manifesting violently, again, against the FSN Government.

The miners’ narrative from September 1991 aimed at identifying them with
the people ("Miners — your brothers’ was just one of the slogans chanted for this
purpose on the streets of Bucharest) against the politicians who were governing
Romania against the interest of the people.
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‘Unity’ and the national consensus were the key words through which the
miners tried to legitimize this new violent movement. From the incarnation of Evil
and the anti-heroes of 1990, the miners tried to turn into ‘saviors’ who fought,
this time, against the ‘Bolshevik’ rulers, not only for their own well-being, but for
all Romanians. Slogans such as “Down with lliescu”, “Bucharest is with us” or “The
students are with us”® came to strengthen this narrative.

Some witnesses of the events considered the violent movement of the min-
ers as a 'neo-communist coup’ set up by groups of the former Securitate (for-
mer communist secret service) to resolve the conflict between lon lliescu and
Petre Roman. Others interpreted the 1991 Mineriada as “a specific form of protest
participation whose main features — class conflict character, violent character and
ideological character (n.n. anti-capitalist) — brought it closer to the Marxist idea of
revolution” (Radu—Buti 2019: 68). In any case, the September 1991 Mineriad pro-
duced the first overthrow of a legitimate government by a violent movement of a
minority constituency. This was seen as an important development for the young
Romanian democracy.

2012 — University Square reloaded

Popular protests in January—February 2012 erupted amid the global economic
crisis and the accumulation of social frustrations caused by the austerity measures
of the PD-L Government (conservative), overlapping with the rejection of the ag-
gressive political style of the ‘president-player’, Traian Basescu and the contagion
with the Occupy-type global movements. The ‘spark’ that ignited the explosive-
ness of the protests was the resignation of the Undersecretary of State, Raed Ara-
fat after the televised verbal conflict with President Basescu on the Government's
intention to privatize the Emergency Medical Service (SMURD).

Although less violent and much reduced in terms of popular participation than
the University Square Phenomenon of 1990, the 2012 political contention claimed
its roots from the same symbolic place: University Square, a strong space still an-
chored in the collective memory even after almost 20 years.

The resignation of prime minister Emil Boc and his cabinet at the beginning of
February 2012 represented the second moment (after the Mineriad of 1997) in the
post-communist history of Romania when a popular movement directly deter-
mined the fall of a legitimate government.

‘University Square 2012" went a step further and indirectly contributed to the
re-balancing of political relations, especially those in the Romanian Parliament.
Sacrificed under the pressure of popular protests, prime Minister Boc was replaced
at the head of the government by Mihai Razvan Ungureanu, but he did not last
long in office either. After only 78 days, Ungureanu’s term ended following the
success of the no confidence motion initiated by USL (Social-Liberal Union), the
opposition coalition of social-democrats and liberals.
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The success of this political action was due to the desertions from the
PDL-Basescu camp, the ‘camp-switching’ parliamentarians changing the structure
of the parliamentary majority. Defeated both by the street and by the Parliamenta-
ry Opposition, president Basescu had to appoint a USL government led by Victor
Ponta.

Beyond both the direct and indirect political consequences of the University
Square movements from 1990-1991 and 2012, other similarities can be identified,
especially in terms of the ideological discourse of the protagonists and the use of
political myths.

The main villain of 2012 was certainly president Traian Basescu. From the an-
ti-corruption and anti-PSD hero, adored and voted by the people (at least by the
majority of voters in the 2004 and 2009 elections, as well as in the 2007 sus-
pension referendum), Basescu experienced a spectacular decline. In 2012, in the
narrative of his supporters, he, and the Boc Government, saved the country from
economic collapse. In the narrative of the University Square, and of the population,
they became the personification of Evi* His personal political style, as well as the
measures adopted by the Government, managed to irritate, and divide the popula-
tion> which immediately identified in him, mainly, the enemy against whom it was
willing to protest and to vote® in 2012.

The protesters who took to the streets in 2012 claimed to be the successors
of freedom fighters of the first years after the Romanian Revolution (December
1989), so they perpetuated the myth of the collective savior. The University Square,
but also the other squares in the Romanian cities where protests were organized,
became the ‘heroes’ who freed the country and the population from a regime
perceived as arrogant and with authoritarian accents.

On the other hand, the representatives of the Power also continued the labeling
policy used by the previous regimes. The demonstrators were called ‘inept slum’,
‘worms’ and ‘trumpets’, in an attempt to reduce the credibility but also the sym-
bolic significance of the University Square. However, the side effect of these labels
was to further inflame the spirits and contribute to an even greater mobilization
of people.

Within the narrative of the participants of the University Square 2012 move-
ment, the moment was considered one of re-founding the civic and political pro-
test’, after a break of almost 20 years. The collective savior was reborn in 2012 and
with it “the second generation of activists in the Romanian space” (Stanici 2018).
This generation institutionalized the protest in Romania, as we will see in the fol-
lowing chapters, because, unlike their predecessors, the 2012 protesters managed
to form a very active form of civil society over the next seven years. ‘University
Square 2012’ was just the beginning of a cycle that would continue and climax with
Colectiv and #Rezist.
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Colectiv 2015 — a political revolution!?

In the case of the popular uprising of November 2075, the ‘moral emotions’ of
the 2012 Generation of protesters were triggered by a dramatic incident: the fire at
the Colectiv club, resulting in 64 dead and 184 injured. In essence, “the protesters
viewed the fire at the Colectiv club as embodying a series of structural problems
of the Romanian socio-political and social reality” (Margarit 2016: 255). The club
did not have an operating license, and the authorities failed to check and fine the
club’s owners for violating the law. In addition, the state authorities proved unpre-
pared and the hospitals insufficient to cope with the large number of victims with
severe burns. The narrative of the street identified the Ponta Government as the
main culprit for the tragedy at Colectiv.

The aforementioned second-generation civic activists and the ‘entrepreneurs
of social movements’, i.e. leaders of online groups and communities,” mostly with
visions and political options opposed to the main ruling party, used this collective
emotional shock to turn outraged but passive — until then, viewers, in active par-
ticipants of the political contention aimed at determining a change at the political
and governmental level. The left-wing government was identified as the Evil that
had to be defeated and removed by the force of the street, that is, the force of
Good.

Therefore, four days after the tragedy, following a massive mobilization in the
online space, over 35 000 Romanians from Bucharest and the big cities took to
the streets accusing the Government of corruption. After the first day of protest,
prime minister Victor Ponta announced his resignation, producing the symbolic
act of sacrifice meant to calm the protest wave. From the hero of the Opposition
and of the ‘Street’ in 2012, Victor Ponta, together with his party and their political
allies, played in 2015 the role of the (moral) scapegoat.

The Colectiv case determined the meeting and the conjugation of the forces
of no less than two saving heroes. On the one hand, thousands of Romanians (the
collective Savior) gathered again in the University Square of Bucharest, the kilom-
eter zero of democracy and civic activism, from where they marched to Victoria
Square (the seat of the Government) to demand the resignation of the rulers. On
the other hand, it was the moment of affirmation of the ‘savior’ lohannis, the ‘dif-
ferent’ president of Romania: “We cannot believe that a simple change of govern-
ment solves Romania’s problems, not even the problems of the Romanian political
class. Much more is needed. | am willing to take these steps, which, in the end, will
lead to a different kind of politics in Romania, a policy for citizens, a predictable and
tfransparent policy. And, speaking of the other demands that have arisen in recent
days and that were made during last night’s demonstrations, it is true. And the de-
monstrators here did one simple thing: they told us what they think should happen
in the foreseeable future. | think that these requests are correct, they are common
sense requests” (lohannis 2015).
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While the collective savior defined itself as a civic-conscious reformer, the vil-
lains were identified in the retrograde and deeply corrupt political class that en-
joyed extremely low trust from the population.

Following the resignation of the Prime Minister, the President asked the ‘Street’
to appoint representatives to consult with in order to form a new government to
carry out the requested reforms. The involvement of civil society in an institution-
al process reserved until then only to political actors, was not only an ‘original’
movement of the president who thus proved his status as a mediator, but also a
re-legitimization of civil society, or at least certain non-governmental organiza-
tions, as significant political actors. At the same time, it was the manifestation of
the ‘unity’ between the people and the president, by proxy of civil society. It was
a clear message that the president is on the side of the people, on the side of the
reformist protesters.

This unprecedented act in political life after 1989 led to another premiere,
which showed the democratic ‘vision” of the savior lohannis: the appointment
of a government of ‘technocrats’. The Dacian Ciolos government was the first
post-communist cabinet composed exclusively of ministers not carrying a party
card as of 2015. This evolution of events led some authors to consider the ‘street’
of 2015 as "political revolution’ (Radu—Buti 2019).

Vive la #Rezist (2017-2019)?

After only one year, during which the ‘technocratic’ government disappointed
the popular expectations, in December 2016, the ‘political restoration” followed.
The social-democrats (PSD) won the parliamentary elections by a landslide (with
about 45% of the votes it managed to obtain almost 50% of the parliamentary
seats) and returned victorious to the country’s leadership. The desire expressed in
the street a year ago was no longer reflected in the vote of Romanians. Resetting
the political system was a failure.

“This situation provided the fuel for new episodes of protest participation. The
result of the parliamentary elections and the return of PSD to power (especially as
the dominant party) were political realities difficult to accept by the citizens who had
discovered the strength of the Street and assertive citizenship. Naturally, we would
say, new anti-government protests followed” (Radu—Buti 2019: 215-216). The polit-
ical contention lasted for almost three years, three years in which the contention
of ‘street’ almost became a rule and not just the exception of political life.

In 2017, the triggering moment of the ‘moral emotions’ or “the valve that re-
leased the frustration that the anti-PSD public had accumulated following the result
of the parliamentary elections” (Radu—Buti 2019: 222). was the issuance by the
government of an emergency ordinance (OUG 13/2017) suspected by the political
opposition that it favored the PSD leader, Liviu Dragnea in his ‘hidden’ approach to
settle his personal problems with the Justice.
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It was the moment when the two saving heroes who stood out in the fall of
2015 reinvented themselves and re-entered the political scene. In a context domi-
nated by rumors announcing the ‘disaster” in the field of Justice, president lohan-
nis made his appearance in force, unexpectedly chairing the meeting of the PSD
government (January 18) with which he was in political opposition. It was his first
symbolic victory in the fight against the Evil embodied by PSD and Liviu Dragnea.
After that moment, thousands of Romanians from Bucharest and other cities took
to the streets to protest against the draft ordinances that ‘threatened’ the inde-
pendence of the Judiciary and the rule of law in Romania.

The Street’s criticisms brought to the amendments of the justice laws went
beyond the facts and were summarized only at the rhetorical and political level.
“No one has objected precisely to any article to improve the laws of justice, but they
(n.n. the Government and the majority in the Parliament) are stubbornly accused of
leaving the rule of law and assaulting justice — formulas that show both ignorance
and bad faith! Which rule of law? What justice?!” (Marga 2020: 215)

Going over the author’s ‘strong’ formulations, one thing was obvious: the emo-
tion of the street and the interpretation framework used by the protesters made
the background of the problem — i.e. the democratic functioning of the Romanian
judiciary — to take a back seat. What mattered was the fight between the forces of
Good (the Street, lohannis, the political opposition) against Evil (PSD).

The declared intention of the Street was to produce political changes, starting
with the dismissal of the PSD government. The intention was manifested from the
moment when the protesters abandoned the University Square and transferred
the movement to Victoria Square, in front of the government headquarters. Not
even the repeal of the infamous government ordinance has succeeded in reducing
the scale of the protests or the nature of the demands.

To demonstrate the ‘unity’ with the street and the people, the president briefly
joined the protesters who blocked the University Square (January 22): “A gang of
politicians with legal problems wants to change the legislation in Romania, it wants
fo weaken the rule of law. Or such a thing cannot be admitted! It is inadmissible to
change the law and tens, hundreds of politicians in trouble with the law to find their
files cleaned and continue their illegalities. Romanians, rightly, are outraged”, he
later commented on his Facebook page. It was the second symbolic victory of the
savior lohannis in the “fight” with a government that, according to the narrative of
the Street, was in the service of the corrupt and the ‘criminals’ (‘penali’).

The third symbolic victory of the hero lohannis was the announcement of the
intention to launch a national referendum on “continuing the fight against corrup-
tion and ensuring the integrity of the civil service/public function”.?

Stimulated by the emotional political discourse and mobilized on social net-
works, the collective hero, “assertive, intransigent and emotionally oriented towards
action in the public space” (Radu—Buti 2019: 221) continued to gather in Victoria
Square. Following a scenario and a deployment of imaginary means (lighting tele-
phone lanterns or recreating the European Union flag), the public square mani-
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fested its identity and belonging (pro-European and pro-Western liberal values),
in contrast to the retrograde villains, who do not share the same ‘superior’ values.

In the same time with the protests in Victoria Square, counter-demonstrations
were organized against president lohannis in front of the Cotroceni Palace, the of-
ficial presidential residence (Momoc—Butoi—-Stefanel-Podaru 2019), but their mag-
nitude and impact did not rise to the level of the protest in Victoria Square. The
only effect was an imagological one: the Romanian society looked, again, divided.

During those tumultuous days of protests, an idea employed in the past by the
president-player Basescu, that of a deeply divided Romania, was (re) imposed in
the collective imaginary: the first half of the division was that of the ‘beautiful and
free’ young people, educated, civic duty oriented, bringing reformist ideas, pro-
testing against corrupt and discretionary governance; the second half was that of
those with precarious education, social benefits receivers, the ‘plagued’ (the social
democrats, PSD, were called the red plague) and the elderly, who supported an
isolationist and nationalist government. The protests were no longer those of the
people; they became a transposition in the street of the battle between the Good
and the Bad, between those who claimed a direct link with the democratic past of
Romania, and those who opposed the development of democracy.

This image of a country divided between the personifications of Good and Evil
was also strengthened by the introduction of the Diaspora in the meaning fram-
ing. The image of Romanians who left the country (because of PSD allegedly) to
work abroad has been used successfully in the past (the second round of the 2014
presidential election won by Klaus Werner lohannis in front of Victor Ponta), so
that social movement entrepreneurs again resorted to this method of legitimation
and mobilization. On August 10, 2018, the 'big’ rally of the Diaspora in Victoria
Square, on the same anti-corruption issues, turned into a violent fight of ‘ultras’
(football hooligans) who arrived in the Square, with the Gendarmerie. The violence
was used by the protesters to self-victimize.

And once again, President lohannis chose to display a show of solidarity and
unity with the ‘victims’, condemning the ‘violence’ of the gendarmes. It has hap-
pened quite rarely for the head of a state to be against the action of the repre-
sentatives of the ‘authority’ of that state, but in this case the narrative must be
deciphered in an eminently political key. lohannis opposed, in fact, the PSD Gov-
ernment, thus seeking to emphasize strong unity with the people.

The concept of ‘diaspora’ is based, among other things, on an idealized col-
lective memory and/or a myth of the motherland (Cohen 2008), which led to the
situation where the appeal to the diaspora by the protesters, introduced another
myth in the meaning framing, that of the ‘Golden Age’, a period of ‘old times’, in
which there was no PSD, when Romanians did not have to leave Romania because
of the poverty and corruption of the rulers. Of course, such a projection was far
from the reality of the facts, but this detail was too little taken into account in a
production of meaning that operated with desired, and favorable, frameworks, and
not necessarily with the true ones. Furthermore, the myth of ‘Golden Age’ was
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present in the construction of the meaning of the #Rezist movement by appealing
to the birth era of civic activism in Romania. The ‘beautiful and free young people’
of 2017 were none other than the ‘children of the former golans (scoundrels) from
the University Square’ of 1990.

Concerning all the protests that took place in the University or Victoria Square
from 1990 until now, a conspiracy-type rumor has been created, maintained by
both sides of the political contest. The theory and myth of the Conspiracy re-
turned obsessively in the national political imaginary, explaining the struggle be-
tween Good and Evil. It could not have happened differently in the case of the
#Rezist protests from 2017-2019. The conflict between Good and Evil, between
the Street and PSD, was consecrated by the use of slogans that, since that moment
of protest, have made history in Romanian democracy: “By night, like the thieves”,
“Let DNA come and take you” (DNA, National Anti-corruption Directorate) or
"PSD, the red plague”.

On one side, the rulers and pro-Government media have always accused inter-
nal or external conspiracies of the various forces of ‘darkness’: president lohannis,
opposition parties, the ‘Soros network’, international banks and corporations, etc..
Referring to the violence during the Diaspora rally, Liviu Dragnea (PSD President)
spoke about a ‘failed coup attempt’ and about a ‘very well-developed paramili-
tary organization’. On the other side of the ‘Conspiracy’, the protesters and the
political opposition circulated scenarios regarding the hijacking of the protests
(Dragnea, PSD). In both cases, the stakes of such a discourse were to delegitimize
and demobilize the opposing party.

The ‘fight" of the Street with PSD and Liviu Dragnea ended with the European
Parliamentary elections of May 26, 2019, elections won by the presidential party,
PNL. The next day, the PSD leader was imprisoned in the Rahova Penitentiary, being
sentenced to 3 years and 6 months in prison in a controversial case regarding the
instigation of abuse of office.

The #Rezist movement was the longest series of protests in the post-commu-
nist history of Romania. Following the political contention, it was possible to block
or overturn certain decisions of the Government, but it did not have a direct effect
on the government configuration, it did not produce any political upheaval. The
political changes within the government were due to party calculations and inter-
ests, being caused by the PSD leadership’s agenda. In October 2019, PSD lost the
government but the success of the Opposition’s censorship motion against Prime
Minister Viorica Dancila (PSD) cannot be linked neither to the #Rezist movement,
but only to the change of the parliamentary majority and the preparation of the
December 2019 presidential election campaign.
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The protest of free Romanians 20202021

During the COVID—-19 pandemic, starting with the first half of 2020, the political
contention has diminished as a result of the government’s restrictive measures.
However, the number of these movements and their intensity began to increase
again during 2027, a trend that could also be observed globally (Bethke—Wolf 2020;
Pleyers 2021; Herbert—Marquette 2021).

In the name of the fight against the new coronavirus, the liberal Government in
Bucharest introduced and maintained™ measures that have limited citizens’ rights
and freedoms, including those on organizing rallies and demonstrations against
the rulers. Through these limitations, the successive PNL Governments between
November 2019 and November 2021 managed to create an image of failed de-
mocracy: the suspension of the normal functioning of democratic life, aroused
the dissatisfaction and indignation of the population. There have been countless
criticisms of the illegality of the decisions adopted by the Government, as well as
other normative acts issued by ministries, and many actions have been brought in
court to overturn these normative acts. Challenging these controversial decisions
occurred not only in the courtrooms, but also in the Street.

Those who decided to take to the streets to protest, despite all the health
and/or legal risks (fines), were extremely dissatisfied with the status quo and the
Government's response to the health crisis. The themes of the protests were the
‘abuses’, ‘violations of the Constitution and of fundamental rights and freedoms’,
‘discrimination and segregation of Romanians’ and ‘introduction of the green cer-
tificate’. Frustration was exacerbated during 2021 and by the way in which the
governments understood to carry out the anti-COVID vaccination campaign, es-
pecially by the constraints and conditions imposed for obtaining the so-called
European Green Certificate.

In 2020, with the change of the themes of the political contestation, the actors
of the protests also changed. The very active ‘civil society’ between 2017 and 2019,
against the social democratic governments, vanished from the political contention
scene during the pandemic. The network of non-governmental organizations in
the USR—PNL area of influence has been replaced by other organizations and other
civic entrepreneurs.

Obviously, just like the previous political contention, the ones from 2020 were
exploited electorally and politically by the Opposition parties,” but they also led,
for the first time, to the emergence of new political actors in the mainstream, such
as AUR (The Alliance for the Unification of the Romanians).

Only at the end of November 2021, dozens of NGOs, former ‘heroes’ of the
Street from 2017-2019, together with very vocal public ‘personalities’ in the past,
were reactivated in the public space as a result of the governmental alliance con-
cluded between PNL, PSD and UDMR. Under the title ‘Let’s not abandon Romania’,
they launched a manifesto™ in which they accused ‘those who hold the power
in the State’ of orchestrating a ‘political mineriad’ in recent months. However, as

CiviL REVUE = SPeciaL Issue 2022 181



m= SOCIETY AND STATE

the leaders of the civil society — freshly re-joining the arena, explained, “PNL and
lohannis’ alliance with PSD, even if it gave birth to ‘disgust’ was not a reason for
protest and it will be settled strictly by vote, not in the street””

The leaders of the ‘street’ between 2020 and 2021 were mainly either leaders
or supporters of the AUR (Alliance for the Unification of Romanians) party, or the
satellite non-governmental organizations of this party. The conservative-nationalist
ideology of these groups has also left its mark on the forms of manifestation of
the political contestation of this period. The result was an interweaving of symbols
and myths from the repertoire of the historical-nationalist imaginary with images
and self-representations of liberal origin: The ‘fighters’ for freedom and against the
establishment of authoritarianism and the ‘sanitary dictatorship’ were the patriotic
Romanians and Christians, who ‘wearing their traditional attire’ defended their
‘Rights and Freedom, won with the blood of our forefathers'.

Inside the ‘story’ of the Street of 2020-2021 all four fundamental political myths
were found in symbiosis. The collective ‘saviors’ of democracy in Romania were
this time the ‘free Romanians’, who, under the slogan ‘United, we save all Roma-
nia’ reaffirmed both their national identity and unity with the people.

By appealing to nationalist discourse and historical symbols or organization
protests exactly on the Romanian National Day — December 1 the ‘Golden Age’
and ‘unity’ could not be identified in other times than the Great National Assembly
from Alba lulia back in 1918. The chosen moment had a double meaning: on the
one hand, according to official historiography, it represented the apogee of the na-
tional struggle of all Romanians, leading to the unification of the country following
WWI, on the other hand, that period of history was good enough to be presented
as the ‘good old days’," when Romanians lived without sanitary restrictions and
there were no instruments of Evil, such as protective masks, vaccine, ‘green’ cer-
tificate, etc.

The 'Conspiracy’ presented by these ‘free Romanians’ gathered under the na-
tional flag could only have been against the rulers who abused the power they
acquired in the Romanian State. Seen as foreigners of servants of foreign interests,
not coincidentally, the main representatives of Evil bore foreign names to the ‘Ro-
manian people’: Klaus Werner lohannis (the President) and Raed Arafat (Head of
the Department for Emergency Situations, the same person whom the protesters
supported in 2012, against former president Basescul). The gallery of ‘conspirators’
and ‘enemies’ of the Romanian people was completed by the leaders of the ruling
party, PNL, by the European Union, the World Health Organization, Big Pharma, etc.

The meaning built by the Government(s) during the pandemic started from
the same myth of the Savior: The PNL governments and president lohannis were
the heroes who fought for the health and for the life of all Romanians, showing
responsibility even when they had to take unpopular measures. They struggled not
only with an invisible virus, but also with the ‘conspiracy’ of those with retrograde
mentalities who did not accept the ‘measures’ (by which they had to be saved) and
remained ungrateful for the ‘good’ that was done to them. The failure of the vacci-
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nation campaign (Romania being last in the EU in terms of vaccination rate)™ was
attributed to the resistance of the ‘enemy’: uneducated extremists and functional
illiterates who made Romania ‘the shame of Europe’. The technique of division
was applied again to create legitimacy and give meaning to the official narrative.
In 2021, as in 2017, 2012 or 1990, Romanians were divided again into Good and Evil.
Both have been reluctant to adopt democratic attitudes and behaviors such as
dialogue, consultation, tolerance or consensus.

The Golden Age identified by the targets of political contestation (the authori-
ties) was the ‘time of normalcy’ before the pandemic. Returning to ‘normal” was
the favorite theme of the rulers, but also of the Street. However, the two sides
proposed completely opposite ways to achieve this desired state: the Government
insisted on respecting the new rules and vaccinating the population as widely as
possible, while opponents ‘fought’ against compulsory vaccination and for the
removal of restrictions.

Despite the accumulation of frustrations in society related to the COVID-19
pandemic, the street protests in Romania have been, at least until this date (30 No-
vember 2021), free of violence. This represents a significant difference both from
the protests of the past in Romania, but also from similar political protests in other
countries of the region, or the world. At the same time, the political contention in
the pandemic has remained without results for the time being.

Today, December 2021, Romania is facing the overlap of at least three major
crises)® the 'health crisis’, with the pandemic far from being under control; the
‘energy crisis” with all its implications, from difficulties in supplying energy to
industry, to cost-effective tariffs, to ensuring affordable prices for household con-
sumers; and the ‘economic crisis’ manifested by the lack of labor in key areas, ris-
ing inflation and soaring prices, the uncontrolled increase in public debt, but also
the difficulties encountered by entire sectors of industry. After the change of the
governmental structure, following the negotiations between the two main parties
in the Romanian Parliament (PSD and PNL), taking into account the reactivation
of anti-PSD NGOs, as well as the continuation of the “free Romanians’ protests, in
the context of the three aforementioned crises, an intensification of the political
contestation is expected. Of course, such an evolution will depend, first of all, on
the response of the new Government from Bucharest (PNL, PSD, UDMR and the
Parliamentary Group of National Minorities) to the expectations of the demos.

Conclusions: The ‘Street’ and democratic change
By means of this paper, we have tried to present the ways in which political
myths have influenced the collective imaginary in the building of meaning, ensur-

ing motivation, crystallizing identities, and providing legitimacy, but also in deter-
mining the mobilization and action of the ‘Street’.
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The relationship between protest participation and political contentions with
these frames of meaning has been ambivalent. The political mythology and the
frames of interpretation that they fed, manipulated and calibrated the movements,
while on the other hand, the dynamics of these social movements determined the
recalibration and continuous recreation of the frames, so that the strategic objec-
tives were best served. They have created the narrative and the ‘story’ based on
which Romanians took to the streets and remained there to ‘fight” with the rulers
and to correct the dysfunctions in the relationship of representation, characteristic
of an insufficiently consolidated democracy.

Both the University Square from 1990-1991, and the one from 2012, but also
the subsequent movements from 2015, 2017-2019 and 2020-2021 were related
to the failure of political representation and of political system, being oriented
towards the lack of real democracy, corruption and other grievances, real or just
perceived/imagined. In the end, the myths and stories of the ‘Street’ managed to
fuel the emotion of the demos, transforming people from passive spectators into
active citizens, determined to bring about a change in democracy.

While analyzing the protest participation in Romania, some observers have
identified a form of semi-direct democracy, a “sui generis form of organization and
leadership of the Romanian society — a representative democracy, in which power
continues to belong to political parties, but whose corrections are due to the direct
action of the citizens” (Radu—Buti 2019: 278-279). In other words, the protests of
the demos would, in fact, be the ‘return to the people’ outside the institution of
the vote and the mechanisms of representative democracy.

Other commentators tended to give a less luminous interpretation of street
democracy and considered it a ‘brothel for utopia’ The University Square in par-
ticular, and by extension any other public square where the demos is manifested,
would be nothing but the space where “the demonstrators always lose, in which
the demonstrations are never successful” (Patrascu 2012). The ‘Street’ would be
the space of the failed revolt, from 1990 until today, the place where people
gather, shout, and go home.“The University Square seems a kind of brothel of the
dissatisfied, of the revolutionaries and of the utopians. Are you in the mood for a
revolution? Go to University Square and your mood will pass! Here you come and
‘discharge yourself’ [...] Behind the seductive appearance of the University Square
is the memory of a disastrous defeat that the demonstrators suffered completely in
front of the Power. The fear associated with this defeat, but also the history of much
smaller demonstrations organized here, without any consequences for political life,
undermines from the very beginning any chance of success of the demonstrations
in this area” (Patrascu 2012).

But is it so? Did all the manifestations of the demos remain without ‘any conse-
quences’ for democratic life? Removing the discursive veil, and after decanting the
different narratives — meant to legitimize, explain (create meaning), mobilize and
determine action — the fundamental question is: after over 30 years of political
contention what has really changed in Romanian democracy and how much did
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protests, and contention influence the form of democracy today? Did they manage
to produce ‘consequences’ and profound changes at systemic level, or did they
just limit themselves to occasional changes that did not affect the ‘essence’ of the
system?

From a study that included 2,809 protests held during 15 years in 101 countries
(including Romania) we find that “the most prevalent demand of protesters around
the world in the period 2006-2020 was for real democracy” (Ortiz—Burke—Berra-
da—Cortes 2021: 3). Therefore, representative democracy continues to disappoint a
significant part of the world’s population, and the cycles of protest are constantly
resumed because there is a need for the street to ‘fine tune’ the democracy. But
the effectiveness of this adjustment is also beginning to raise some questions.

From 1990 to 2021, the Romanian democracy underwent obvious, indisputable
changes, a part of those being determined directly or indirectly by the political
contestation. At the same time, however, the representative democracy in Romania
was, in fact, kept within the same parameters. No political contention discussed in
the previous pages can be classified as a social movement that has led to systemic
change. Apart from the ‘liberalization” of political competition and the emergence
of some challengers, “if the reference is the de-structuring of the political establish-
ment, the resetting of the Romanian representative democracy, then we will have to
note the failure of protest actions” (Radu—Buti 2019: 207).

Further research will be able to fully clarify how much or how little ‘real democ-
racy’ was generated by the protests of the demos and how systemic the changes
were. Using the symbolic language of political myths, we now limit ourselves only
to the observation that the ‘Street’ wanted blood, and the system, for the purpose
of self-preservation, managed in one form or another to offer the ritual sacrifice
that cooled the thirst of the demos. Presidents, prime ministers, governments, all
came and went. The ‘pawns’, the 'horses’ or the ‘bishops’ were sacrificed, some-
times even the ‘kings’ or ‘queens’ just because the chessboard needed to stay
intact. The Street ‘saved’ Romanian democracy and defeated villains. But what
good is it? The “fight’ seems a Sisyphean one: the place of yesterday’s villains was
taken by other villains, and the dysfunctions continued. The demonized Dragnea
ended up in prison, but his ‘comrades’ are, today, in power again, together with
their former opponents.

This is why citizens lose confidence in the rulers and the political class. But
they continue to perpetuate this system even if it is a dysfunctional one, for lack
of an alternative. Liberal representative democracy cannot be replaced because all
the 'models’ experienced in the past have been much more harmful. “Democracy
is the worst form of government except for all the other forms tried over time”,
said Sir Winston Churchill. At the same time, the same Churchill urged us to fight
for 'noble causes’ and to make this world and, implicitly, this troubled democracy,
a better place to live.

In the new pandemic context, and of the crisis we are in, the discussion on ‘real
democracy’ and the nature of the change produced by the ‘Street’ and by political
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contention becomes even more relevant. Crises are the most revealing test for
assessing the ‘quality’ of democracy and the stability of the political system.

In a totalitarian-authoritarian state, violent street movements are perhaps the
only chance to change the regime. In a consolidated democratic state, however,
the ‘Street’ should not even appear anymore, the mechanisms of representative
democracy should be sufficient to resolve the demands of the demos. Today's de-
mocracy, however, seems to have failed in its role, as evidenced by the many street
protests, globally, against the rulers and the measures imposed by them. During
the ‘sanitary terror’ (Agamben 2020), the representatives elected or appointed
by the demos decided that the ‘power’ (kratos) of the demos must be limited, of
course, to the good and the health of the demos.” Democracy has been suspend-
ed for the noble purpose of protecting the health and life of the people! Under the
new conditions, peaceful change has become almost impossible.

Imagining under what new features despotism could appear in a democra-tic
world, Alexis de Tocqueville foresaw in 1831 “a huge and tutelary power”, an “abso-
lute, detailed, accurate, prudent and gentle power [...]. It works with a loving heart
for their happiness, ensures their security, provides and guarantees their needs,
facilitates their obtaining of pleasures, conducts their main affairs, directs their acti-
vity, regulates their wills, divides their inheritances; why can't it relieve them entirely
of the anxiety of thinking and the difficulty of living? [...] After thus grasping, one by
one, each individual in his strong hands, after shaping him to his liking, the sovere-
ign extends his arms over the whole of society; he covers its surface with a network
of innumerable small complicated, meticulous and uniform rules, through which the
most original spirits and the most vigorous souls cannot slip to rise above the cro-
wd, he does not crush the will, but weakens it, tames it and directs it; rarely calling
to action, but constantly opposed to any action; he does not destroy what exists,
but prevents the appearance of the new; he does not tyrannize, but embarrasses,
constrains, irritates, suffocates, emboldens, and ultimately reduces each nation to
a flock of timid and hardworking flock of animals whose pastor is the government”
(Tocqueville 2017: 813-814).

The legitimate question of today’s demos, 190 years after Tocqueville’s gloomy
prediction, is whether we have already reached the point where we are witnessing
the establishment of this absolute gentle power? At the same time, do we know
what democracy really is or did we just think we knew? And now, amid the crisis,
we have realized that we are no longer so sure of what we know.

“If the powers that govern the world have decided not to miss the pretext of a
pandemic — it doesn’t matter yet whether true or simulated — to fundamentally trans-
form the paradigms of governing people and things, it means that those models
were, according to them, in a gradual, inexorable decline, no longer adequate to
the new requirements” (Agamben 2020: 5). The Italian author calls ‘biosecurity’ the
new governing device that resulted from “the fusion of the new religion of health
with the state’s power, and its characteristics of exception” (Agamben 2020: 7).
Others consider democracy just an ideal, a myth or a utopia (Boia 2020).
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Its materialization is always far from the ideal condition. ‘Real democracy’ is
just a pale reflection of the imagined one. Thus, it would be more correct to call
it “social plutocracy, with a social touch” (Boia 2020), in which democracy is in a
permanent interaction with wealth and power, trying to both temper and to con-
trol them.

In a world-famous series,® an exiled princess turned into a warrior, trying not
only to stop the wheel, but ‘to break the wheel’. The character tried to destroy a
feudal system in which the people were ruled by lords, and the lords were ruled by
kings and queens. Translated into today’s democracy ‘to break the wheel” would
mean reforming the institutional system and democracy. It would mean not only
changing the leaders but improving the whole system to give the demos ‘real de-
mocracy’.

In the narrative of the fiction™ the revolutionary heroine finally managed to
‘break the wheel’ but at the cost of transforming herself into a villain, even. In our
democracies, ‘breaking the wheel” would require more than street protests and
political contention. They can change governments, ministers, presidents or kings
and queens, that is, they can bring a rotation of leaders? and political elites (they
can spin the wheel), but they could not and will not be able to bring about change
that would transform a system considered as being dysfunctional, a system that
always causes disappointments, disappointments that lead to political contention,
contention that leads to a change of leadership and to new disappointments and
new contestations and so on. Progress was made, but not always. There were
times, when the ‘rotation of the staff’ brought regress.?'

Albert Einstein once said it is madness ‘to do the same thing over and over
again, but to expect different results.” In the case of the ‘Street’, old problems
have found old solutions, so that the long-awaited change has been delayed. As in
a vicious circle, the dysfunctions of democracy were perpetuated and generated
new and new manifestations of protest participation and political contention. To
some extent, this apparent vicious circle is related to the normality of democracy.
Democracy is not a perfect system; it is a struggle that must be fought every day.
“It is a delicate ecosystem of mutual control and balance of power, which needs to
be maintained and fed permanently” (Shafak 2020: 49).

It is very legitimate to ask for a lot of democracy, but we should not, however,
ask too much of it. The same goes for contentious politics and ‘Street’ protests.
These are normal and natural manifestations for a democracy but let us not ask
them for what they cannot provide. The demos cannot "break the wheel" of de-
mocracy. If it does, it would be a new ‘revolution’. But the revolution is not the
solution to the problems of our democracy in Romania. It is what we do after that!

30. 11. 2021.
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Notes

' As the writer Mircea Dinescu, one of the leaders of the December 1989 Revolution, put it, “with
the great majority of the population, the University Square was not successtul”. An opinion poll
(IRSOP July 1990) published a month after the mineriad showed that 76% of Romanians agreed
with the evacuation of University Square occupants by the police, and 66% agreed with the call
to the population to come to the aid of the authorities, to which only the miners responded.
55% of Romanians agreed to bring in miners, while 27% approved the repression of the Univer-
sity Square movement by miners, including the destruction of opposition parties headquarters
and the vandalism of the Bucharest University.

2 The last two Mineriads took place in early 1999 (January 4-22 and February 15-17). In January
1999, using force, the miners managed to (temporarily) prevent the reform of the mining sector.
President Emil Constantinescu was forced to establish a state of emergency for the first time in
the post-communist history of Romania, this decision being necessary to stop the miners head-
ing back to Bucharest again. The conflict ended following negotiations with CDR Government
representatives at Cozia Monastery. The political character of this movement was manifested
by the support of the miners by PRM and PSM, two opposition parties. In the sixth Mineriad
operation, in February 1999, the miners set off for Bucharest (only 2,000-3,000, compared to
15-20,000 in January) to protest against the decision of the Supreme Court of Justice to sen-
tence the leader Miron Cosma to 18 years of imprisonment for the Mineriad of 1991. They were
forcibly stopped by the Gendarmerie, the actions of the miners’ groups meeting the constituent
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elements of the crimes of violent outrage, outrage against morals and disturbing public order.
Miron Cosma was arrested and imprisoned.

3 A strange — to say the least, manifestation of ‘unity’ and solidarity manifested after the end of
the conflict and the signing of a protocol between lon lliescu and Miron Cosma, the leader of
the miners. A group of miners entered the PNTCD Congress that was taking place that day at
the National Theater, and a representative of the miners took the floor, promising the audience
that they would return to the Jiu Valley (the main mining area in Romania) for a general mobi-
lization to bring down those from Government and the communist president. The miners and
party activists chanted ‘Down with lliescu’ and ‘Unity’ together, proof that they overcame the
violence of June 14, 1990, when the miners also assaulted and devastated the PNTCD headquar-
ters. “The reconciliation between the party activists and the miners is applauded and accompa-
nied by effusions. A fundraising is even made to raise the money needed to feed the miners”
(Stefanescu 2011).

4 According to an opinion poll conducted between January 19 and 21, 2012 by Avangarde, 87%
of the population totally or partially agreed with the protests, and 50% would have been willing
to participate, “if such a protest had taken place next Sunday”. Traian Basescu (27%) and the PDL
government (23%) were considered guilty of the protests.

> Vintila Mihailescu and Catalin Augustin Stoica even titled their collective volume in which they
analyzed the protests of 2012: “The winter of our discontent...”

®1n 2012, USL used the massive erosion of presidential popularity to validate itself as an alterna-
tive to the PDL Government. Coming to power following popular protests, PSD and PNL imme-
diately launched the procedure of suspending the president. Although, from a tactical point of
view, the referendum was a failure, the result being invalidated by the Constitutional Court for
not reaching the minimum participation threshold, USL still managed to capitalize electorally on
the frustrations of the anti-Basescu electorate. After the parliamentary elections in the autumn
of the same year, USL held a two-thirds majority in Parliament, a post-December premiere, USL
being the political alliance with the largest parliamentary majority, even above the FSN in the
1990s.

7 "All the protests, starting with 2013, had as a source of mobilization and information, among
others, the Facebook page ‘United We Are Saving’, which was created on the occasion of the
demonstrations for Rosia Montana” (Margarit 2016: 251).

8 The hashtag 'Rezist’ (I resist), taken from the practice of anti-Trump and pro-LGBT protests in
the United States, was adapted to the Romanian context and became the hallmark of political
contestation, through which the Street showed its determination to fight to the end.

9 The Referendum was organized only three years later, in May 2019. Overlapping with the
elections for the European Parliament, the Referendum marked the victory of lohannis (86% of
the participants in the popular consultation being in favor of “banning amnesty and pardon for
corruption offenses” and “banning the Government from adopting emergency ordinances in
the field of crimes and offenses, of the judicial organization, and with the extension of the right
of the Government to appeal the ordinances directly to the Constitutional Court”). At the same
time, the presidential party, PNL managed to win the European elections by 27% in front of PSD
which obtained only 22%.

0 Starting with March 16, 2020, the state of emergency was established for two months, and
from May 18, 2020, the state of alert was established on the entire territory of Romania, by
Government’s Decision no. 394/2020, which was adopted under Law no. 55/2020. Subsequently,
every 30 days, new Government decisions were adopted by which the state of alert was extend-
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ed, successively by 30 days. Currently, (November 2021) H.G. no. 1183/2021, by which the state
of alert was extended throughout the country by 30 days, starting with November 9, 2021, is
applying.

" The December 2020 General Elections were won by the main Opposition party, PSD (29%), but
the surprise of the elections was the AUR party, a newly formed conservative-nationalist party
whom, to everyone’s surprise, managed to join the Parliament, with a score of 9%, becoming
the fourth largest party in the Parliament. To the surprise of many observers, this virtually un-
known party received massive votes from the Diaspora, a constituency supposedly supporting
USR and, to a lesser degree, PNL.

2 "Just like before, you brought to power a government that is, in fact, a restoration. Just like
then, you crushed what was built in weeks and months (and years, this time) of clean protests
demanding a European destiny for Romania. Just like then, you are about to destroy exactly the
essential fuel of a nation: hope, the one that kept us in the streets for hundreds of days in a row,
the one that allowed us to believe in European Romania.”
https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-esential-25202106-nu-abandonam-romania-manifest-semnat-zeci-
organizatii-civice-personalitati-publice-ati-facut-mineriada-politica-ati-adus-putere-gu-
vern-care-fapt-restauratie.htm

B A critical perspective on the ‘civil society” in Romania that ‘claimed its right to lead in democ-
racy for the last 32 years’ can be found in a recent op-ed by publicist Patrick Andre de Hillerin:
“Because, in fact, the civil society is us, the many. But, it is not known why and how, a finite
number of associations took ownership of the generic name of civil society. They are the same,
every time [...] The civil society does not mean a few associations and twenty or thirty actors.
Givil society Is, in fact, the set of citizens with or without the right to vote and who are not
part of state structures, are not dignitaries, elected, civil servants. Trade unions are part of civil
society, the press is part of civil society, all kinds of people we love or not, are part of the civil
society. But not in Romania. No, in Romania, civil society is a closed circle that includes several
associations and a few citizens who are conveniently reactive at the right times. Basically, a ma-
ximum of 1000 people breathed in the air that we would all be allowed to breathe. Absolutely
everyone. Romania’s ‘civil society’ is made up, for decades, of several associations, self-proposed
as representative, and a few dozen people, always the same, who activate and sign, in case of
great danger” (Catavenciiro, 29. 11. 2021). https://www.catavencii.ro/editorial/ori-suntem-civili-
ori-nu-mai-suntem/

% For the ‘saviors’, neither now, nor in previous cases, it did not matter that reality did not over-
lap with the narrative. A photo published on the social media account of the official vaccination
campaign (RO Vaccinare), with a vaccination certificate issued in 1863 in ‘Terra Romanesa’ (Wal-
lachia, before the creation of Great Romania in 1918) shows, that even in ‘the good old times’,
vaccination was an already used practice.
https://bihornews.ro/foto-cum-arata-o-adeverinta-de-vaccinare-in-urma-cu-150-de-ani/

® https://vaccinetracker.ecdc.europa.eu/

® Marga Andrei in Cotidianul.ro  https://www.cotidianul.ro/crizele-curente/

7 From the point of view of the legislation in force today, in Romania, in order to be able to
protest against vaccination, a citizen must have a green COVID-19 certificate, a certificate that is
granted only to people who have been vaccinated or who have gone through the disease. There-
fore, only vaccinated people can protest (legally) against the vaccine. Healthy people, but who
do not have the green certificate, cannot protest in the street and can only show their ‘power’
illegally because they do not have proof that they are healthy / immunized. It is not the absurdity
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of democracy, it is only the victory of Public Health over Democracy.

8 Game of Thrones (HBO).

" For a historical and political interpretation of the TV series, see Raileanu—Mihaela (2019).

20 Between December 1989 and November 2021, Romania had no less than 33 prime ministers
and several hundred ministers. The current governing coalition has also introduced a new mech-
anism: the rotation of prime ministers, which means that in 2023, we will also count the 34t
prime minister. If the coalition holds until then.

2 Professor Andrei Marga notes that in addition to the health, energy and economic crisis facing
contemporary society, we are also confronting two other crises: ‘the crisis of ideas’ and ‘the
crisis of leadership’.
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Tue Errect oF DeMocratic INSTRUMENTS BETWEEN CiviL SocieTy
EXPECTATIONS AND POLITICAL INTENTIONS:
REFERENDUMS IN ROMANIA AFTER 1989

Felix Angel Popescu—Laurentiu Petrila

Introduction

m The referendum is the process of directly consulting the citizens of a country
on a text of law of particular importance or on a situation of national importance
(Blockmans et al. 2020). It is a form of direct democracy, in contrast to represent-
ative democracy (Blokker 2010).

As a generally accepted legislative procedure, in the case of a referendum, the
consultation of citizens is done by direct vote, with only two options on the ballot
papers, ‘yes’ or 'no’. The result of the referendum is expressed by counting all
the valid votes cast and publishing the final result. In order to determine the final
result, a majority of referendums, with notable exceptions requiring a special law
mentioning the exception, require only a simple majority (more than half of the
total valid votes cast) (Marinescu 2016). The result is either a ‘yes’ in favor of the
situation, plan, project or law or a 'no’.

The word ‘referendum’ refers to the practice of submitting to popular approval
(Verdinas 2018), by direct vote, a legislative measure initiated by the legitimate au-
thorities of a state or region, in a free and fair organized democratic process. The
question addressed to the citizens, which is the subject of the vote in the referen-
dum, is formulated by the authorities; the referendum is a popular vote initiated
and organized ‘from top to bottom’ (Apostu 2018).

According to the law (3/2000): “The national referendum is the form and means
of direct consultation and expression of the sovereign will of the Romanian people
regarding: revision of the Constitution; the dismissal of the President of Romania;
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issues of national interest” (Varga 2015). The difference between the two types
of referendum emerged after the 2009 referendum, after which the dismissal of
the President of Romania or the revision of the Constitution is a decision-making
referendum, while issues of national interest are a consultative referendum (Simion
2019).

In this article the authors have proposed as case studies only two referendums
of national interest, organized after 1989. Even if it is a consultative referendum
(but not an optional one), the state institutions have the obligation to translate in
the legislation or in the Constitution, as the case may be, the will of the people,
holder of its sovereignty.

Any other legal provision cannot stop someone, for example the President of
Romania, from putting into practice the will of the people expressed by referen-
dum, equal in legal value (Varga 2015) to the provisions of the Constitution.

Legal considerations regarding the consultative referendum in Romania

According to Law 3/2000 on the organization and conduct of the referendum,
Article 11, the President of Romania, after consulting the Parliament, may ask the
people to express their will by referendum, on issues of national interest.

The issues that are subject to the referendum and the date of its holding are
established by the President of Romania, by decree. The Parliament'’s point of view
on the referendum initiated by the President of Romania is to be expressed, by
a decision adopted in the joint sitting of the two Chambers, with the vote of the
majority of deputies and senators present, within 20 calendar days from the Pres-
ident’s request (Marinescu 2016).

If the Parliament does not send its point of view within the established term
of 20 days, the President of Romania issues the decree regarding the organization
of the referendum after the expiration of this term, the constitutional procedure
of consulting the Parliament being considered fulfilled. The date of the national
referendum is made public through the Official Gazette of Romania, Part |, and
through the press, radio and television (lanos 2011).

Initially, in the legislation, more precisely Article 12 of the Referendum Law, adopt-
ed in 2000 and amended in 2003, it was specified that the President may convene
a referendum on issues of national interest (Apostu 2018). The law also established
the topics of national interest: the adoption of measures on the reform and eco-
nomic strategy of the country, the adoption of special policy decisions on the gen-
eral regime of public and private property, the organization of local public adminis-
tration, territory, and the general regime on local autonomy, the general organization
of education, the structure of the national defense system, the organization of
the army, the participation of the armed forces in some international operations,
the conclusion, signing or ratification of international acts, Romania’s integra-
tion into European and Euro-Atlantic structures and the cult regime (lancu 2009).
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The Constitutional Court of Romania ruled in 2006 that the head of state was
the only one who could decide on the issues for public consultation, and that Par-
liament could not interfere, censoring his decision (Barbateanu 2018). The court
declared unconstitutional the article in the Referendum Law that listed the sit-
uations and topics considered of national interest on which the president may
request. In motivating the decision, the court judges explained that the president
is the only one who can decide the issues of national interest, based on which
the head of state can request a referendum according to the Constitution. They
pointed out that the setting of themes is an ‘exclusive right’ (Barbateanu 2018)
of the president, as stated in the Constitution. Thus, including the consultation of
the Parliament on the subject of the referendum — request of the Constitution in
case of popular consultation — can only have an advisory role, and the Legislature
cannot block the approach.

The results of the referendums organized for the dismissal of the President and
the revision of the Constitution are binding. The referendum launched by the Pres-
ident to consult the public on an issue of national interest is a consultative one,
and its effects are indirect.

The indirect effect is explained by the Constitutional Court of Romania as ap-
pearing when the result “requires the intervention of other bodies, most often
the legislative ones, in order to implement the will expressed by the electorate”
(Barbateanu 2018). However, there is no deadline by which the results must be put
into practice, so a decision can be postponed indefinitely, as was the case with the
300-member parliamentary referendum.

The government establishes by decision the calendar program for carrying out
the necessary actions for the referendum. The executive must decide the budget
and expenses necessary for the organization and conduct of the election, the
model of the ballot paper, the conditions for printing, managing and using them,
but also the measures to be taken by central and local public authorities for the
proper organization and conduct of the election (lancu 2009).

The operations for conducting the referendum take place in the constituen-
cies and at the polling stations, organized according to the provisions of Law no.
35/2008 (Marinescu 2016), with the subsequent amendments and completions,
based on the copies of the permanent electoral lists and of the other electoral
lists provided by law.

A citizen who, on the day of the national referendum, is in a locality other than
the one in which he is registered in the electoral list may exercise his right to vote
in that locality, at any polling station, and shall be registered in an additional list
(Suteu 2019) by the chairman of the polling station, on the basis of the identity
document or the certificate which takes the place of the identity document.

In case of organizing a national referendum, constituency electoral bureaus are
set up only at county level and at the level of Bucharest municipality, electoral bu-
reau for polling stations organized outside the country, as well as sectoral electoral
offices of Bucharest municipality.
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The referendum campaign begins on the date of the public announcement of
the date of the referendum. In the referendum campaign, political parties and citi-
zens have the right to express their opinions freely and without any discrimination,
through rallies, public gatherings and the media (lanos 2011). The means used in
the referendum campaign must not contravene the rule of law. As with any type
of election, polling stations open at 700 and close at 23.00 (Marinescu 2016). Citi-
zens are called to vote YES or NO on the issue submitted to the referendum by the
President of Romania. The results, centralized at the national level by the Central
Electoral Bureau, including the number of valid votes cast for each answer on the
ballot paper and the number of null votes, shall be submitted to the Constitutional
Court of Romania (Barbateanu 2018) with military security within 24 hours of the
end of centralization.

The Constitutional Court of Romania presents a report to the Parliament on
the observance of the procedure for organizing and conducting the national ref-
erendum and confirms its results. The referendum is valid if at least 30% of the
persons registered in the permanent electoral lists participate in it, and not a
threshold of 50%, attendance, as was initially provided in the legislation (Varga
2015). In addition, the result of the referendum is validated if the validly expressed
options represent at least 25% of those registered in the permanent electoral lists
(Simion 2019).

Case studies: consultative referendums organized in Romania after 1989

Over time, there was created an opposition between the decisional referendum
(mandatory) vs. the consultative (optional, non-binding). Both types of referen-
dums are mandatory, except that there are no tools needed to force state insti-
tutions to implement the outcome of a consultative referendum. It was based on
good faith and understanding of the basic fact that in a democracy the will of the
people cannot be ignored (Varga 2015).

All those who respect the popular will cannot be sanctioned by anyone, even
if they violate a certain legal provision, which is abrogated, implicitly or explicitly,
by the result of a referendum. Because the result of a popular referendum has the
force and legitimacy of an article of the Constitution (Apostu 2018).

Referendum to amend Article 48 of the Romanian Constitution 2018

A referendum to amend the Romanian Constitution took place on October
6 and 7 2018. The initiative was based on a citizens’ initiative launched by the
Coalition for the Family at the end of 2015. The initiative gathered the number of
signatures needed to initiate a draft constitutional law and was actively supported
by the Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church (Stanescu 2020).
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The initiative aimed at replacing the phrase ‘between spouses’ in art. 48, para. (1)
of the Constitution with a more restrictive one, ‘between a man and a woman'
(BBC News 2018). According to the explanatory memorandum in the draft law, it
aims to remove any ambiguity that the use of the term ‘spouse’ (...) could bring
in shaping the notion of ‘family’, of the relationship between ‘family’ and the
fundamental right of a man and a woman to marry and to start a family (Racu
et al. 2020). Marriage is already regulated in Article 277 of the Civil Code, which
prohibits other forms of cohabitation equivalent to it (same-sex marriages and civil
partnerships) (Purcaru 2018).

The referendum aimed at a constitutional ban on same-sex marriage, as the
Civil Code could be changed without consulting the population (Norocel et al.
2021). Human rights organizations have seen this initiative as a flagrant restriction
on the rights of the LGBT minority (Gherghina et al. 2020b).

The Constitutional Court of Romania, however, endorsed the proposed amend-
ment on July 20, 2016, noting that it does not interfere with any individual right.
The revision proposal was also positively endorsed by the Chamber of Deputies
on March 27, 2017 but the organization of the referendum was postponed after,
in September 2017 38 National Liberal Party and Save Romania Union senators
attacked the new form of the Constitutional Court of Romania referendum law,
which subsequently rejected the complaint.

On September 11, 2018, the Senate, as a decision-making body, adopted the
proposal to revise the Constitution with 107 votes in favor, 13 votes against and
seven abstentions. The question for the voters was: ‘Do you agree with the Law on
the Revision of the Romanian Constitution in the form adopted by the Parliament?’
A question to which they had to answer ‘yes’ or ‘'no’. Prior to the December 2016
elections, the Coalition for the Family concluded a collaboration agreement with
the Social Democrat Party, the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe and
National Liberal Party by which the three parties promised to support the revision
of art. 48 (1) of the Romanian Constitution, which defines the notion of ‘family’
(Dima 2019).

The referendum failed because the validation threshold was not reached. Ac-
cording to the Central Electoral Bureau, 21,1% of Romanians with the right to vote
went to the polls in the two days dedicated to the consultation (Norocel 2021).
The referendum of 6 and 7 October thus recorded the lowest turnout since 1990
(Euronews 2018).

Romania is one of the European countries that does not grant any legal recog-
nition to same-sex couples. In comparison, 13 European countries offer same-sex
marriage. Other Eastern European countries, such as Bulgaria, Latvia, Moldova,
Montenegro, Poland, Serbia, Ukraine, Croatia, Macedonia, Slovakia and Hungary,
have constitutionally restricted marriages to persons of the opposite sex (BBC
News 2018). Globally, same-sex marriages are allowed in 25 countries, and in Mex-
ico only in some states (Amnesty International 2018).
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Referendum on justice 2019

A consultative referendum on justice took place on May 26, 2019, simultane-
ously with the elections for the European Parliament, at the initiative of the Pres-
ident of Romania, Klaus lohannis. The referendum was validated in the context in
which 41,28% of the Romanians with the right to vote went to the polls (Euractiv
2018).

The idea of a referendum on justice has been under discussion since the winter
of 2017 in the context of protests against the controversial Government Emergency
Ordinance 13 (RTE 2019). On January 23, 2017 President Klaus lohannis announced
the start of a referendum on pardoning and amending the Criminal Code (Roghina
2019). The next day, lohannis launched the referendum procedure. However, the
procedure was suspended until April 2019, when the President decided to consult
Parliament again to ‘expand the scope of the referendum’ (Selejan 2017). On April
4, Klaus lohannis announced the topics for the referendum: banning amnesty
and pardon for corruption offenses and banning the government from adopting
emergency ordinances in the field of crimes, punishments and the organization of
the judiciary, linked to the right of other constitutional authorities to report directly
to the Romanian Constitutional Court on ordinances (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2019).

On April 16, 2019, the joint legal committees of the Senate and the Chamber of
Deputies gave a favorable opinion on the organization of the referendum. On 17
April, the plenary session of the two Chambers approved the President’s initiative;
the opinion was advisory. The National Liberal Party and the Save Romania Union
accused the Social Democrat Party of introducing several recommendations in the
report that were not discussed by the legal commissions. Although the Opposition
called for the removal of these recommendations, the parliamentarians of the
Power disagreed, and the report was adopted in the form desired by them with
263 votes ‘for’, nine ‘against’ and one abstention. The report’s recommendations
state, inter alia, that amnesty and pardon cannot be the subject of a citizens’ legis-
lative initiative, and that, according to a CCR decision, the president cannot initiate
a legislative referendum.

The government adopted an emergency ordinance on May 8 with measures to
hold the referendum. After several criticisms, the Executive withdrew two contest-
ed provisions. Initiated by the Permanent Electoral Authority, the draft ordinance
amending the referendum law banned public authorities from engaging in the
election campaign (Roghina 2019).

The referendum had two questions (Gherghina et al. 2020b):

1. Do you agree with the ban on amnesty and pardon for corruption offenses?

2. Do you agree with the Government’s ban on the adoption of emergency or-
dinances in the field of crime, punishment and the organization of the judiciary,
and with the extension of the right to challenge orders directly to the Romanian
Constitutional Court?
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Voters had to answer ‘yes’ or 'no’ to each of these.

On 30 May 2019, President Klaus lohannis sent a letter to the chairpersons of
the political parties and political parties represented in Parliament inviting them to
consult to establish the directions for action needed to implement the referendum.
On June 13, 2019, in a ceremony at the Cotroceni Palace, President Klaus lohannis
and the leaders of National Liberal Party, Save Romania Union, PRO Romania Party
and Popular Movement Party signed the National Political Agreement for consoli-
dating Romania’s European path (Gherghina 2019b).

The signatories undertook to transpose into law the ban on amnesty and par-
don for corruption offenses, the ban on the adoption by the Government of emer-
gency ordinances in the field of justice laws, the measures necessary to ensure
integrity in public office and the measures necessary to ensure — both in the coun-
try and abroad — of the full and effective exercise of the right to vote by Romanian
citizens (Bundeszentrale fur politische Bildung 2019).

The agreement also provides for the signatories to support ‘deepening integra-
tion into the European Union and strengthening the European project, as well as
strengthening the transatlantic relationship’ (Gherghina 2019a).

Conclusions

Our reflections on the two case studies on referendums in Romania reveal
quite an interesting fact of the civil society’s will to engage in the democratic
process of the country: some themes, like the referendum on justice weight a lot
more in the mentalities of voters given the fact that there was an obvious contest
of circumstances and an unprecedent political context; other themes, like the ban
of gay marriages, have no impact on the mentalities of the voters, because it was
not an actuality concept and there is the tendency of people to have a very limited
self-awareness about the issue in Romania and across other EU Member States.

Apart of the considerable amount of money spent just with these two referen-
dums analysed in this paper, it could be concluded that the results of referendums
in Romania are not translated into concrete actions by the political and adminis-
trative system. In fact, despite the fact it should act like a democratic instrument,
referendums in Romania could transform collective active citizenship into a more
dangerous area — the anti-system movement, which could be justified by the large
proportion of absenteeism at the voting polls.

Then, there is the concept of uselessness of the referendums — the decision-
al culture of the Romanian civil society is not yet recovered after the fall of the
communist regime, when people were being submerged by dictatorship and a
punishment-oriented state, where laws were strict and the sense of free elections
was not present. In fact, the democracy wave that came along with the fall of
the communist regime was not quite totally understood: if we analyse only the
referendums, it can be deduced that the politicians that have been installed after-
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wards have given a false illusion of supporting the civil society by actually giving it
the chance to give an opinion on certain issues or on amending the Constitution.

To make it even easier to understand, it can be concluded that referendums in
Romania had been rather a ‘trojan horse’ for the civil society: the critical point that
we want to set out here, apart the sense of humour, is that this reality also affect-
ed the participation in presidential, parliamentary or local elections, with alarming
decreasing numbers of voters every 4-5 years.
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Tue Evorution o Crvie Soctery In PosT-DecemBER RoMANIA

loana Albu—Zoltan Zakota

The Romanian transition and the emergence of civil society

m A democratic society is based on values such as freedom of expression, free-
dom of association and peaceful assembly and the right to participate in public
life. They give citizens the opportunity to share their thoughts and create new
ones, as well as to join others to assert their rights. The possibility of exercising
individual liberty provides a space for informed decision-making regarding the
setting of economic and social objectives and the manner in which they are to be
achieved. Through these rights, citizens can participate in civic activities and build
democratic societies, and their restriction undermines collective progress in our
societies. It is no wonder, then, that the pre-1989 National-Communist dictatorship
became hostile to all civil initiatives that emerged outside the official framework
and sought to stifle them. Therefore, one of the most spectacular phenomena of
the post-revolutionary period was the emergence and strengthening of the civil
sphere, practically from scratch.

The revolution of 1989 started in Timisoara, on December 16, then spread to
the whole country. Its culmination was the rally of December 22, after which the
communist leaders, Nicolae Ceausescu and his wife Elena, left the headquarters of
the Central Committee. They were caught and, following a very brief legal process,
the two were executed in a military unit in Targoviste.

The rapid collapse of communism took the Romanian society and its elites
completely by surprise, including the nomenclature, the so-called directocracy and
the social scientists in the academic sphere. As for the latter, their situation was
completely different and much worse compared to other communist countries.
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The absence of any open debates about the functioning of the economy and the
other social subsystems of the country influenced negatively the economic and
social thinking of the post-communist period. Therefore, it can be stated that the
shock provoked by the fall of communism in Romania was stronger and more
severe than in other Central and Eastern European countries.

The country’s economic situation has been devastating. As economist Daniel
Daianu states it in his book Transformation as a Real Process: "Pursuing legitimacy
in the country and adopting a specific type of economic nationalism, the commu-
nist leaders — and especially Ceausescu — sought to transform Romania into an
industrial fortress; forced industrialization, hyper-centralization of decisions, and
avoidance of the ‘international socialist division of labour’ are key concepts in
describing the strategy of economic policy throughout the communist leadership.
The result is well known: in addition to what defines a command economy, the
country has been left with an overly diversified, oversized industry and outdated
technologies, large imbalances between economic sectors, plundered agriculture
and one of the lowest living standards in Europe. [...] At the end of the ‘80s, the
Romanian economy, the country, the people offered a desolate picture. After more
than four decades of forced industrialization, the competitiveness of the economy
was at its lowest level within the ‘communist league’, the imbalances between the
sectors and the shortage were growing, the suffering of the people was unimagi-
nable; Romania was far behind neighbouring countries in terms of the institutional
premises necessary for the post-communist transition, the psychological prepara-
tion of the population for brutal changes and the social basis of reforms to the
market economy. In addition, the ‘shock therapy’ of the 80’s [sic] instilled in people
the hope of an immediate and substantial improvement in material conditions
after the change of leaders (or regime), which led to a high degree of intolerance
of new austerity measures. The legacy of communism has made the spectre of
economic and institutional setbacks even more intense now that the country has
entered the post-communist transition.” (Daianu, 1996, Pp. 111-117)

The impact of ideology on the social sciences has been devastating, with a
poisonous academic environment and a humiliating system for professionals. With
the exception of a brief period of relaxation between 1966 and 1971, the isolation
from the international scientific world became more and more drastic. Reducing or
destroying scientific infrastructure has been a means of eliminating any attempt
to question official policy. And yet there were attempts to connect autochthonous
thought to the international coordinates of scientific life. The presence of foreign
ideas and Western bibliographies can be traced in the academic publications of
the time, which made these publications an amalgam of realistic data expositions,
imbued with politruk jargon, but often based on serious studies, with partial, but
very important conclusions, legible between the lines and, finally, the official con-
clusions expressed ambiguously to ensure the publishing of the material.

The transition from a totalitarian state, in which there are no citizens just mere
subjects, to a democratic state, in which the citizen becomes a full-fledged actor in
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decision-making, implied the takeover of a system based on multipartyism, elected
legislation and alternation of government. Given the fact that in Romania there
was no liberal faction, unlike in the case of other socialist states, the transition to
democracy did not consist in a negotiation between Ceausescu’s old guard and
the pro-democracy elements. The change required violence and the death of many
citizens, soldiers, students, community members. The consolidation of democracy
in Romania required obtaining the acceptance of elites and civil society, reform-
ing and restructuring the economy and putting the institutions of administration
and defence under democratic, civil control. The construction of non-existent civil
society, political institutions, constitutionalism and the rule of law had to start
from scratch. However, these elements presuppose the existence of a certain civic
culture. Unfortunately, during the communist dictatorship, civil society was almost
non-existent and civic culture completely atrophied. Because of this, after the turn
in December 1989, as a reaction to the existing situation, civil organizations began
to appear at a fast pace.

Civil society is not a concept devoid of substance, but a living mechanism, made
up of citizens who, on their own initiative, associate according to their personal
agenda in order to participate in public life. The key to the active participation in
the public sphere lies in the purpose of this approach, more precisely in what we
may call in making a statement. The motives of the members of the civil society
are to bring on the public agenda and to defend the interests of certain groups of
the population.

Romanian civil society was born almost immediately after the Revolution. The
new government, with many members coming from the former nomenclature,
opted for a "human-faced communism” instead of a true Western-style democra-
cy, which started protests in the University Square in Bucharest. These were initiat-
ed by students, but were soon joined by representatives of the new NGOs, trade
union members, intellectuals, artists and the media. This was the nucleus from
which, over time, many NGOs were born. Despite the fact that it had emerged
practically out of nowhere, the Romanian civil society has responsibly assumed a
multitude of roles. The most important of these, which is easy to understand from
the experience of decades of dictatorship, is that of a watchdog of society against
the newly founded state institutions. Civil society organizations, along with the
press, have taken on an important role in ensuring the transparency of political
and economic life.

Although the development of associations and foundations was experienc-
ing a real boom, the activity of non-profit organizations within communities has
proved to be problematic and difficult to correlate with government programs and
projects in the same activity segments. For this reason, civil society organizations
could not fully fulfil their role as active promoters or coordinators of community
development. Constantly constrained by their funding sources and the conditions
imposed by the various funders available in the country, in its various stages of
development, civil society organizations were forced to change or adjust, in turn,
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their purpose, objectives, activities and discourse. This issue determined the way in
which non-profit civil society organizations were born and outlined their messages
during the transition period and the dialogue they initiated with the political actors
with whom they had to interact in carrying out their projects.

Constitutional foundations

For the effective functioning of civil society in a state, some fundamental rights
and freedoms must be guaranteed, such as the right to culture and education,
freedom of ethnic and religious affiliation, on the one hand, and freedom of asso-
ciation and formation, on the other hand. These things must be guaranteed at the
most basic institutional level, namely in the constitution.

The Constitution is the fundamental law of the Romanian state which regulates:
the general principles of state organization, the fundamental rights, freedoms and
duties of citizens and the fundamental public authorities. The current Constitution
of Romania was adopted at the meeting of the Constituent Assembly on Novem-
ber 21, 1991 and entered into force following its approval by the national referen-
dum of December 8, 1991. (Adunarea Constituanta, 1991)

In the context of the country’s return to multiparty politics, the communist
constitution had to be replaced, both to correspond to the new state of affairs and
to guarantee respect for civil rights and to allow the development of a democratic
political regime. In this spirit, the usual rights and freedoms in a democratic system
are now specified: the freedom of the individual, the freedom of assembly and as-
sociation, the freedom of the press, the inviolability of the home and of property,
the right to vote. The document also specifies the protection of Romanian citizens
abroad, as well as the protection of foreign citizens and stateless persons on the
territory of Romania. The new Constitution also provides the right to life, the pro-
hibition of torture, forced labour and the death penalty, the protection of persons
with disabilities, the protection of the family, children and young people.

Title Il of the 1991 Constitution enshrines fundamental rights, freedoms and
duties. Their extensive catalogue is based on the provisions of the previous Roma-
nian constitutions and the human rights treaties to which Romania is a party. The
country has been connected to the international framework for the protection of
fundamental rights and freedoms and the highest standards of their protection
and guarantee. It has been expressly established the rule according to which the
constitutional provisions regarding the rights and freedoms of citizens will be
interpreted and applied in accordance with the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, as well as with the pacts and treaties to which Romania is a party. Any in-
consistencies between them will be resolved in favour of international regulations.
In 2003, the text was amended, introducing an exception for cases where the
Constitution or national laws contain more favourable provisions.
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In the realization of the same idea of guaranteeing fundamental rights and
freedoms, the institution of the People’s Advocate (Ombudsman) was consecrated
at the constitutional level, also taken over from the democratic states. He acts for
the public good, by protecting individual rights. In the view of the constituent, the
name People’s Advocate most clearly expresses the role and legal significance of
this institution.

Romania’s 1991 constitution was revised by Law nr. 429 from 23 October 2003,
mainly due to the need for Romania’s accession to the European Union and NATO,
adding the necessary provisions for this purpose and also making a number of
improvements to existing regulations, some of which in response to criticisms of
the original wording of the constitutional text. However, this review did basically
not change the fundamental rights and duties of the citizen. (Parlamentul, 2003)

Legal and institutional framework

After the December Revolution, the need for free expression of civic will arose
immediately, and the first non-governmental organizations were founded. Because
in the communist period, there were no civil society institutions, the legal basis for
their establishment was law no. 21 of February 6, 1924. (Parlamentul, 1924) In its
first article, the law gives the possibility to acquire legal personality for non-profit
or non-patrimonial associations and foundations, created and organized by indi-
viduals. They are considered legal persons under private law. The law defines the
two basic types of non-profit organizations: associations (Chapter 2) and founda-
tions (chapter 3), as well as unions, federations or groups of legal entities (chapter
7). The law also establishes the conditions under which a civil organization can be
set up, its mode of operation, how it can be modified or dissolved.

According to Article no. 7, it is also allowed to legal persons of private law, with
non-profit or non-patrimonial purpose, which have their headquarters abroad, to
benefit from their legal personality and to operate on the territory of the Roma-
nian state in accordance with Romanian laws, if they are recognized according to
the laws of their country and if they have previously obtained the authorization of
the Romanian government.

Chapter 2 deals with the establishment and operation of associations. Accord-
ing to Article 31:

"The association is the convention by which several persons share, perma-

nently, their material contribution, their knowledge and their activity, in or-

der to achieve a goal that does not pursue personal or patrimonial benefits.

The purpose of the association can be either ideally, to correspond to the
general interests of the community or only of a social category of which
the members belong, or, finally, to correspond to the non-patrimonial per-
sonal interests of the associates.”
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In a similar way, Chapter 3 deals with the establishment and operation of foun-
dations. According to Article 66: “The foundation is the act by which a natural
or legal constituted person, with a distinct patrimony and autonomous from its
own patrimony, destines it, in general, permanently to achieve an ideal purpose,
of public interest.”

The legal framework was later amended by Ordinance no. 26 of January 30,
2000 on associations and foundations. (Guvernul, 2000) According to Article 1 of
the ordinance:

“(1) Natural persons and legal persons pursuing activities of general interest or in
the interest of certain communities or, as the case may be, in their personal
non-patrimonial interest may constitute associations or foundations under the
conditions of this ordinance.

(2) The associations and foundations established according to this ordinance are
legal persons of private law without patrimonial purpose.

(3) Political parties, trade unions and religious denominations are not covered by
this Ordinance.”

In addition to the possibility of founding associations and foundations, the law
also offers the possibility of establishing federations (Chapter V).

"(1) Two or more associations or foundations may be set up in a federation.

(2) The federations acquire their own legal personality and operate under the con-
ditions provided for in this ordinance for non-profit associations [...]"

According to Article 2 of the law (in its current form), “the ordinance aims to

create the framework for:

"a) exercising the right to free association;

b) promoting civic values, democracy and the rule of law;

c) pursuing a general, local or group interest;

d) facilitating the access of associations and foundations to private and public
resources;

e) the partnership between the public authorities and the legal persons of private
law without patrimonial purpose;

f) respecting public order.”

The law sets out in detail the conditions for the establishment, organization,
operation and liquidation of the defined non-profit organizations. An important
element of the law is the provision of a wide range of ways to generate income
for non-profit organizations. According to Chapter VII:

“(1) The income of associations or federations shall come from:

a) membership fees;

b) interest and dividends resulting from the placement of available amounts, under
legal conditions;

¢) dividends of companies set up by associations or federations;

d) income from direct economic activities;
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e) donations, sponsorships or bequests;
g) other incomes provided by law.”

The list was later supplemented by an additional source:
"f) resources obtained from the state budget or from the local budgets;”

The possibility thus offered can have both positive effects, by considerably in-
creasing the resources available to non-profit organizations, and negative ones due
to the increasing influence of the structures of central and local powers in the civil
sphere.

One of the deficiencies of the Romanian legal system is a certain quasi-insta-
bility that is manifested by the frequent modification of legal norms. The field
of civil society regulation is no exception. Law no. 246 of July 18, 2005 for the
approval of the Government Ordinance no. 26/2000 on associations and founda-
tions introduced some amendments to it, such as the ones we mentioned earlier.
(Parlamentul, 2005)

Government Ordinance no. 26/2000 on associations and foundations, approved
with amendments and completions by Law no. 246/2005, was amended and sup-
plemented again by Law no. 276 of November 27 2020. (Parlamentul Romaniei,
2020) In addition to the many administrative and organizational changes, an im-
portant addition is the introduction of a new category of association in Article 4:
“(2) A separate case of association shall be that of the national minority nationals’

organization whose purpose is:
a) defending, preserving, developing and promoting the identity of a national
minority;
b) public representation of citizens belonging to a national minority with the role
of fulfilling a constitutional public mission.
(3) National minority means that ethnic group represented in the Council of Na-
tional ,Minorities.”

Although this division of civil society organizations may initially seem strange
on an ethnic basis, the article may still provide extra security for them in terms of
their long-term functioning, especially in a social environment affected, from time
to time, of pronounced nationalist attacks.

A law of particular importance for the efficient functioning of civil society
organizations is Law no. 78 of June 24, 2014 on the regulation of volunteer ac-
tivity in Romania. (Parlamentul, 2014) As stated in Article 1, the law recognizes
the importance of volunteering in various social fields and establishes the general
framework for its implementation:

"(1) This law regulates the participation of natural persons in voluntary activities
carried out for the benefit of other persons or of the society, organized by
legal persons of public or private law without profit.
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(2) Volunteering is an important factor in creating a competitive European labour
market and in developing vocational education and training, as well as increas-
ing social solidarity.”

The next article of the law states the very important individual and social im-
portance assigned to volunteering and its support by the state:

"(1) The Romanian State recognizes the social value of volunteer activities as an ex-
pression of active citizenship, solidarity and social responsibility, as well as
professional value as an expression of personal, professional, intercultural and
linguistic development of the persons carrying out these activities.

(2) The State supports the development of the volunteer movement at local, na-
tional and international level, respecting its independence and diversity, in or-
der to fulfil its artistic and cultural, sports and recreational, educational, scien-
tific, research, youth, representation, environmental, health, social, solidarity,
community development, humanitarian, civic and philanthropic aid and the like.

(3) The Romanian State supports the development of volunteering through all its
institutions that operate in fields in which voluntary activities are carried out
according to the law.”

Voluntary work is always based on a legally concluded contract (Article 11):

(1) The volunteering is carried out on the basis of a contract concluded in written
form, in Romanian, between the volunteer and the host organization. [...] The
written form is mandatory for the valid conclusion of the contract.”

The legal regulation of volunteering contributes essentially to the efficiency
and transparency of the activity of civil society organizations, respectively to com-
pensate for the shortcomings arising from insufficient funding.

Regarding the legal context, the Romania Country Strategy 2020-2025, ap-
proved by the EBRD Board of Directors on 23 April 2020 concludes that: “There is
a satisfactory legal framework for civil society organisations (CSOs). [...] The sys-
tem of public consultations is legally in place, although it is not always effectively
implemented.” It acknowledges that “The right to form trade unions and their
freedoms are enshrined in the law and respected in practice.” But it also mentions
that “Legal advice for CSOs remains limited compared to the needs of the sector,
with the CSOs in rural communities most affected by this situation.” (EBRD, 2020)

Specific issues of the Romanian civil society
The problems of the Romanian society after December 1989 are closely related
to the concept of transition. Perhaps a term too often used in the last decades,

this means the transition of a society from the communist to the capitalist system.
This transition could only be achieved by the new political leadership, which, in
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turn, could only function at the institutional level. Thus, it could be assumed that
as soon as the preconditions for changes according to the Western pattern and
the new institutions have been established, the expected results at the societal
level will also appear. Contrary to expectations, actors in the post-1990 political
and economic system have adapted to the new conditions, often taking advantage
of a framework that was still insufficiently strengthened in terms of exploiting
institutional rules.

Romanian civil society has developed in the same system, based on models tak-
en from the Western system. At the same time, the existence of civil society was
an essential condition for the establishment of a democratic system in Romania.
Given the above, it can be concluded that the Romanian civil society is a construc-
tion without a solid foundation, because such a society is usually born based on
the mobilization of citizens and, in the existing circumstances, is consolidated after
a long time. In the new democracy in Romania, in the last three decades, it has
been possible to identify some important features of civil society, which impede
its efficient functioning. These include their role in the society, their relation to the
authorities at all levels (EU, central, regional, local), their funding and financing,
communication, marketing and PR.

Non-governmental and non-profit organisations have a role to play where
there is a need in society, but where the state and other institutions do not have
enough resources to deal with it. One of the critical roles of the civil sector is to
support disadvantaged groups to integrate into society. This role has emerged as
a necessity in society due to the weak capacity of government authorities to pro-
vide appropriate services to vulnerable groups, as well as due to the generally low
interest of companies for these people, who do not have high purchasing power.
Thus, CSOs aim to fill this gap and provide the necessary services, but resources
are usually very limited, which severely affects the ability to meet the needs of
society properly.

CSOs have a critical role to play in signalling government authorities’ slippage
in their role in protecting the interests of citizens and in mobilizing citizens to
address the issue. In order to be able to fulfil this watchdog role, it is very impor-
tant that these organizations are strong, independent of political and commercial
factors, and able to constantly monitor the activity of the authorities. The area of
action can be very wide, from violations of the law to the adoption of decisions
that limit or endanger the rights of citizens. In Romania, at present, the capacity of
these CSOs in this field is generally reduced.

CSOs can influence public policy in two main ways. First, when they are gen-
uinely consulted by government authorities or Parliament and can present their
views or reports and studies done over time on the subject in question. The sec-
ond possibility is through advocacy, when CSOs directly aim to change a public
policy or law and make intense efforts in this regard with the competent author-
ities. Usually, a coalition of several CSOs is needed to succeed in this endeavour. In
Romania, several laws have been changed over time through the efforts of CSOs.
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The relationship of the Romanian civil society with the state has had a sinu-
ous evolution, both in terms of political institutions and the contribution to the
construction of democracy. From the beginning, civil society considered itself a
democratic nucleus and continued its development in this direction. The degree of
active involvement and efficiency in protecting democracy and the rule of law are
determined by the involvement of non-governmental organizations in the public
consultation process, in promoting good governance and the quality of political
activity, and by the issue of financing the non-governmental sector. Also of major
importance are the effects of education and trust on civic engagement, as well
as the role of specific organizations. Increasing the efficiency of the civil sector is
conditioned by the identification and removal of the main obstacles to its wider
involvement in decision-making, both at local and central level.

Perhaps surprisingly, many years after the fall of the dictatorship and the end
of the Cold War, the post-communist intelligence community, once a persona
non grata, has surprisingly become one of the most trusted state institutions in
Romania. As Cristiana Matei points it out, there are mainly two factors that can
be credited with this transition of intelligence services and Romanian civil society
organizations were deeply involved in this process. “First, and most interesting,
is that civil society, primarily through an aggressive media, helped force the gov-
ernment’s hand and bring about democratic reforms. Second was the imperative
throughout Romanian political, economic, and civil society to institute reforms that
the European Union and NATO would accept in order for Romania to accede to
these pillars of the international democratic system.” (Matei, 2007, p. 219)

The lack of recognition of the importance of marketing and public relations is
another significant obstacle to the activities of civil society organizations. In Ro-
mania, NGOs are still facing a high dose of mistrust, both from the authorities and
from the general population. There are some, partially founded, preconceptions
that make their mark on the entire sector, such as the view that they are launder-
ing money, are representing obscure interests, are unable to influence public policy
or have no employees and only ask for money.

The same inefficiency in communication and promotion results in the fact that
only a few of the personalities representing civil society appear in public. They
are often confused with civil society itself, which is quite strange, given that civil
society does not mean consolidating personalities, but promoting the interests of
citizens. Without visible results, the work of civil society representatives cannot be
evaluated. The work and effectiveness of its representatives is called into question
by the lack of reports on how many such organizations operate in the public sec-
tor and what results they have achieved with their programs.

An important deficiency of the Romanian civil sphere organizations is that
they are limiting their presence mainly to metropolitan centres. According to the
above-mentioned Country Strategy: “Dozens of CSOs act as resource centres and
provide support on a wide range of topics.
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Most are located in the capital and other large cities; as a result, organizations
in the rest of the country have limited options to access their services.” (EBRD,
2020)

One of the most important among the sector’s problems is the insufficient
funding and over-reliance on external sources, confronting and avoiding co-
operation with the actual governments, and inadequate organization and inef-
ficient use of lobbying opportunities. As the Country Strategy states it: “CSOs’
financial viability seriously deteriorated in the recent years, due to their reduced
access to funding programmes, combined with limited funds from the national
and local governments and foreign sources. In addition, legal changes affecting
part-time labour taxation, corporate sponsorships, and incentives for purchases
from protected units have reduced CSOs’ options for ensuring their financial sus-
tainability.” (EBRD, 2020)

According to the legal provisions, associations, foundations and federations
can carry out any other direct economic activities if they are ancillary and are
closely related to the main purpose of the legal person. Nowadays, an increasingly
common concept in non-profit organizations called social enterprise, can be an
important component of an organization’s financial strategy. In other words, it is
a source of income, which comes from any activity undertaken by it, which comes
to support the mission of the organization. This last category may include the fees
requested by it in exchange for the services or goods offered, such as the fee for
participation in an organized project or festival, the sale of handicrafts made by
members, etc. All these resources gained from economic activities can be used to
support the purpose of the organization.

The accusation of being just money launderers comes, in part, from the fact
that in the 90’s various organizations appeared with a not very clean purpose, but
the situation has changed radically in recent years. Unfortunately, not everyone
distinguishes between “NGOs on paper” and active organizations. Serious NGOs
make a consistent effort to secure their livelihoods, but suffer severely from the
general negative public perception of the population. On the other hand, the tax
facilities that NGOs have, such as the tax exemption for income from non-eco-
nomic activities or the sponsorships, also fuel the negative image. Nor does the
existence of organizations created just to benefit from these facilities improve the
overall picture.

Non-profit organizations reflect society and its degree of democratization. They
represent the interests of its own members and of the community in which it
operates, and in some cases of the financiers it has. In the post-December history
of Romania, there have been numerous cases in which civil society organizations
have carried out partisan activities in the service of politicians or political parties.
Not once have they been the protagonists of scandals and acts of corruption, thus
defaming the entire civil society. That is why it is very important for NGOs to be
transparent, to publish annual reports and to highlight the sources of funding and
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the way in which the funds received were spent, thus demonstrating their inde-
pendence or position or the public policy they represent.

Currently, there are a huge number of non-profit organizations in the country.
According to the Index of Legal Entities without Patrimonial Purpose, also known
as National Registry of NGOs, in January 2022, there were 105402 associations,
1536 federations, 20324 foundations, 787 unions and 36 foreign legal entities reg-
istered in Romania. (MJ, n.d.) (GOV, n.d.) The big problem with this record is that
it contains the registered organizations, but the number of truly active ones is un-
known. It is estimated that only half of registered CSOs is active. (EBRD, 2020) An
important source of error is the fact that organizations that cease de facto their
activity omit to cease also de jure.

Romania’s post-December history is a very winding one and so is that of its civil
society. It is completely impossible to present all its aspects, with their develop-
ment trajectory. The present paper only aimed to outline the framework in which
this evolution took place, through a brief review of some more important aspects,
more in-depth analyses to be elaborated in the coming periods.
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EpucaTtioN, DiGITALISATION, CiVIL SOCIETY =

ForeIGN LANGUAGE Epucarion IN RoMANIA AND EDuCATION
FOR THE CiviL Sociery IN THE CONTEXT OF LANGUAGES
FOR DEMOCRACY

loana Albu

Introduction. Language policies and democratic co-existence. The European
. Cultural Convention fostering the study of languages

Access to foreign languages for both children and adults is one of the main
areas of policy of the European Cultural Convention — Language Policy Unit." The
purpose of the Cultural Convention is in particular, promoting the study of lan-
guages, history and civilisation of the countries party to the Convention in view
of an enhanced mutual understanding between countries of Europe. Ever since
it was signed, in 1954, for well over sixty years by now, states of Europe, as con-
tracting parties have participated in intergovernmental programmes on language
teaching and learning. The plurilingual and intercultural education was established
as a common goal for language teaching.

The afore-mentioned goals were based on the scientifically proven principle
that languages support one another. Language education programmes have at-
tracted considerable attention outside Europe as well. The development of lan-
guage policies and common standards are meant to prove that language teaching
play and important role in cohesion between states, based on the assumption that
language issues have major social implications.

The first modern languages project was launched in 1957 and once with its
start, the Council of Europe’s Language Policy Unit? has been active in promoting
language diversity and language learning. Signatory states to the Convention are
called upon, according to Art. 2, "to promote the reciprocal teaching and learning
of their languages’. Ensuring equality of access of learners to languages proficien-
cy is aimed at, with the view of language learning not being reserved to a few
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only, as a privilege. Further more, projects designed to the acquisition of effective
communicative competences in foreign languages lead to enhanced acquisition of
language skills by everyone, offering increased opportunities for mobility and thus
interaction.

One of the flagship projects of the Council of Europe’s series of projects carried
out within the area of language learning education was implemented between
1989-1997 i.e the Language learning and democratic citizenship programme, fol-
lowed by the ECFR (European Common Framework of Reference for Languages).
New member states for Central and Eastern Europe joined as a result of their
EU accession that brought along new issues to be addressed and explored, such
as bilingual education, vocational language teaching gand training, establishing
educational links and enabling exchances and last but not least information and
communication technologies and mostly learner autonomy. Given all this, a new
body was set up, the ECML (European Center of Modern Languages) based in
Austria, on the inititative of eight member states, having as a concrete mission
"the implementation of language policies’ (Art. 1 of the Statute) and the promo-
tion of innovative approaches to the teaching and learning of modern languages.
The ECML uses the educational policies developed by the CE Language Policy Unit
as reference documents in projects concerned with the training of the language
professionals and offers assistance to members states.

The shift to plurilingualism as a form of specific competence

The 1990s saw the setting out of a vision of language teaching that was no
longer simply shared professional and scientific knowledge. Plurilingualism comes
in place, seen as a specific competence — according to the ECML Manual — acquired
by learners, in contrast to a high profficiency of the language. Plurilingualism,
as the name implies, is the ability to use more languages thus allowing for con-
tact with other cultures, meaning that relations between member states and their
citizens could be conducted using all language resources, to different degrees,
not only the respective state language or most often the Enlgish language. All
this was summed up into a project entitled Language Policies for Multilingual and
Multicultural Europe, encompassing activities meant to assist national authorities
in promoting plurilingualism and multiculturalism, as well as raising awareness on
the role played by languages in forging a European identity.

Language learning and teaching were given a new impetus, language learning
from the very startg of schooling being highly promoted and many countries
having adjusted their curriculum in line with the new developments. The European
Day of Languages® was established upon recommendation from the Parliamentary
Assembly, set for September 26™ to be celebrated each year.

Being able to communicate in languages other than one’s own is considered
to be at the basis of interpersonal relations. Europe is a multilingal continent and
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all its languages, as an expresion of theor identity, have the same value for peo-
ple. European citizens, as a consequenc, have various language needs and should
be able to acquire the desired level of competence in any language of interest to
them. By this, increasing cultural diversity is sought, guarranteed by democracies,
with the aim of preserving social cohesion, considering lingustic rights and ena-
bling mutual understanding.

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages was dissemi-
nated widely through Europe, outreaching its borders. It was designed to provide a
transparent and comprehensive basis for the development of language syllabuses
and curricula, teaching and learning materials and also assessment of foreign lan-
guage proficiency.

It is a policy instrument serving plurilingualism and it is learner-centered, as-
suming that the ‘native speaker’ competence is the goal for every speaker of
foreign languages.

In terms of cooperation with the European Union, practical cooperation was
established in connection with the Europass. As of 2007, the rapid adoption of the
CEFR occurred in Europe and it saw the increasingly widespread use of its pro-
ficiency levels. It is also an instrument for the organization and development of
language teaching and learning.

From multilingual to pluri-lingual and intercultural education

Beginning with 2001 onwards for about the next well over ten years period
of time, the teaching of all foreign languages was developed, and along with this
other needs emerged, to which the CEFR (Common European Framework of Lan-
guages) responded by being the instrument providing reference level description
for both national and regional languages. They served primarily as a basis for de-
velopment of language teaching, be it about the first language, the second one or
the foreign language, or the language of instruction, even if language syllabuses
are different, yet comparable. Up to 2014 the ECFR was extensively adopted by
member states’ education systems. The European Language Portfolio was created
as an instrument meant to be useful to learners, both for class and independent
use. It allows its user to document linguistic knowledge and competence already
acquired and to certify that self-assessment by official qualifications. It reflects, yet
again, reflective learning and enhances learner autonomy. Its fundamental purpose
is to confer value to all language learning experiences.
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The Common European Framework for Languages in specific contexts
The Romanian case

The CEFL is an instrument that has to be adapted to specific contexts, a varied
range of them, adult migrants being of wide concern nowadays.

The use of foreign languages by the Romanians in relation* to the attitudes to
multilingualism, it is to be said that they are good speakers of languages, English
ranking first, followed by French, Italian, Spanish and German. According to stud-
ies4, half of the Romanians speak at least one foreign language, but they are of
opinion that every European should speak at least one foreign language. The areas
identified here are conversational, for touristic and work purposes.

In terms of education, in recent years the language learning has become im-
portant for many Romanians. The age when children begin to study a foreign
language has been as early as four or even three years old. There are kindergar-
tens with exclusive program in foreign languages, most in demand being English,
followed by German or Spanish as of late.

Moreover, starting from the secondary school, school pupils study two for-
eign languages, one main language and a secondary language, which is studied
throughout the entire highschool curriculum. Minority languages are to be consid-
ered in this respect as well, in the areas highly populated with minority groups,
languages like Hungarian, Ukrainian, Serbian, Slovak, Czech or Croatian are taught,
too. They do not necessarily classify as foreign languages as such, as they are avail-
able as a result of the structure of society.

Nevertheless, it seems to be the case that all changes in society lead to changes in
the learning process as well as learning needs of the young generation particularly.
According to experts in the field, professors and specialized trainers, Romanians do
have an extraordinarily good level of English as a main language, and also German
and Spanish. It is not only young people’s interest to study foreign languages that
has increased in recent years, but professionals’ in all fields as well, be it banking,
multinational corporations, media, business and/ or customer-related industries.

Progress has been made in the development of a Romanian civil society in
line with those in Western Europe, being ascertained that Romanian civil society
emerged during the early 20" century when cultural and sport associations started
to develop.

It must be specified that since 2019 a series of national reforms and policy
developments have taken place in Romania, the most comprehensive one be-
ing perhaps Educated Romania® pertaining to the Presidential Administration and
adopted by the Romanian Government on July 14% 2021, focusing on education
and training as well as prospects for the future of the society. English is by far the
foreign language most studied in the EU, reads the latest Eurostat report on for-
eign language learning in the EU. The report shows that the Romanian pupils are
brilliant on foreign language learning, ranking in the top five on studying at least
two foreign languages in schools. Romanian is a Latin-based Romance language,
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Latin still being taught in some schools, thus learning French, Italian, Spanish is
based on numerous similarities in terms of both vocabulary and grammar.

It is worth emphasizing that the multilingualism of Romania does not imply only
official and minority languages. Several foreign languages also play an important
part in the society, Romania being a country with 18 officially recognized ethnic
communities. In this context, the sensitivity towards a multicultural education has
started to develop becoming a social competence that is crucial for a real mutual
understanding among people. As such, The Romanian Ministry of Education has
started to get seriously involved and take a lot of measures to introduce the multi-
cultural education in schools, in partnership with NGOs and Cultural Centres both
in the country and abroad. During the past few years the tradition of bilingual
schooling has been gained enhanced interest in our country.

Thus, there are high schools teaching intensive courses in a modern language,
as well as a number of high schools with most subject-matters taught in English,
German, Spanish or Hungarian (e.g. the English High School, the German High
School, ‘Cervantes’ High School, etc.).

Nowadays the Romanian teachers involved in bilingual and multilingual high
school and university education have focused their attention and professional
commitment on developing the content and language integrated learning, which
can better serve nowadays’ multicultural societal needs.

As a result, the concept of plurilingualism grew out of the notion of linguis-
tic diversity. According to the Council of Europe speakers and not languages are
placed at the center of policy issues. The development of individual pluri-lingualism
can become a common goal of European countries’ language education policies.

The promotion of pluri-lingualism therefore is one of the foundations of a crit-
ical education in linguistic tolerance.

Recent political events have shown how crucial language issues are to the
social cohesion of states. The importance of a good command of languages has
been highlighted by numerous international surveys that have been conducted
(languages of schooling and foreign languages) for educational success. Whether
one turns to the development of the information society, which depends on every-
one having access to knowledge, this being which is also a linguistic competence,
or the successful integration of migrants in the processes of democratic life, they
also depend partly on their language skills. European societies have evolved and
once with them language-related projects were deemed necessary. Languages
have become part of policy areas for which cooperation between member states
has exceeded the narrow role of language teachers and expert theorists of lan-
guage. Each country’s Language Education Policy Profile® has been drawn and
they have led states to be more aware of the pluri-lingual education. Romania is
but no exception, having undergone major adjustments to its education system
and reforms.
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The perception on the study of foreign languages in nowaday’s Romanian soci-
ety: attitude and necessity

A lot has been included under the name of globalization era, thus mastering a
foreign language has proved to be insufficient for any individual. The mastering of
at least two international languages is highly recommended in all fields and this
is an aspect that cannot be overlooked, since the entire world is heading towards
an improved communication at international level. If until not long ago the fluent
spoken English language was considered to be a special advantage, now it has be-
come a normal, basic requirement for all. What does it imply? First of all increased
possibilities of communication and access to new cultures. Without mastering or
using foreign languages there won't be political alliances, diplomatic missions or
international relations. The learning of a foreign language, it has been demon-
strated, leads to enhanced knowledge about one’s native language at the same
time, the explanation thereof being very simple. The learning process, individual
study determines one to analyze more thoroughly one’s own native language and
to understand its rules which were so far to that perceived as such.

To be mentioned as well as an important aspect is that the migrationism of
the past few decades all over Europe, Romania included, can be regarded as well
as a factor for the research into the process of teaching and learning of foreign
languages from intercultural perspective, the studies focusing particularly upon
bilingualism and promoting the mother tongue and the migrants’ culture of origin,
particular in the formal education area. Secondly, a new impetus has arisen from
the mobility of people, the free movement of persons, both in professional and
touristic interest, fact that has yielded the need for enhanced communication and
mastering several languages.

Two research directions have delineated in that matter in Romania: the study
and learning of foreign languages as a compulsory subject of s