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The Romanian Right: 

Images of Crisis, the Press, and the Rise of Fascism
If you believed the right-wing press, interwar Romania was in a bad way. In 1920, Bolsheviks in Iaşi took over key factories and workshops, apparently controlling the whole city.
 In 1922, Jewish medical students in Cluj were stealing Christian corpses from morgues so that they could use them for their anatomy classes.
 By 1924, the judiciary was controlled by the same Jewish bankers responsible for the entrenched political corruption.
 In 1931, Romanian workers could not find jobs because firms were only hiring “foreigners”.
 The cost of sugar had become so high that ordinary people could not afford to feed their families.
 In 1933, a corruption scandal surrounding the Czech company Škoda revealed that senior politicians were putting national security at risk.
 The Great Depression brought groups such as the Moţi in the Apuseni Mountains and Aromanian migrants in Dobruja to crisis point, and the extent to which Freemasons were involved in international organizations such as the League of Nations became an increasing concern as the decade wore on.
 Opposition parties throughout Europe manufactured and exploited social crises such as these to mobilize support.

In Romania and elsewhere, fascism thrived on the claim that the nation was stumbling from one crisis to another. The far right employed images of crisis more often and with less justification than most of their “mainstream” contemporaries. Images of crisis were common in most Romanian newspapers, but the major liberal press imitated French journalists in publishing impressionistic articles and engaging in political polemics explicitly rather than disguising them as objective reporting.
 The far right press, on the other hand, published almost exclusively articles with a propagandistic bent. Moreover, whereas liberal or moderate politicians framed economic disasters and political corruption as threats to the proper functioning of the social order, the far right used the language of warfare and religion to portray them as existential threats to the nation. As Aristotle Kallis has argued, “far more than the worldwide financial crisis of 1929, it was a more complex, subjective ‘crisis mindset’ (fed by a combination of economic, identity, and existential insecurities, both long- and short-term) that played a critical role in radicalising pathologies and deepening dark fissures already present in mainstream beliefs and attitudes.”

There were genuine problems in eastern and central Europe, but their political valency increased when they were transformed into what Stanley Cohen called “moral panics”. In a seminal book from 1972, Cohen described how scuffles on Brighton beach between young men from two different subscultures – the Mods and the Rockers – in Easter 1964 were exaggerated and misreported by the media, which then predicted further violence and framed the problem as symptomatic of the age. Reports about fighting encouraged other hooligans to travel to Brighton to take part, as well as causing the British middle-classes to believe they were under siege from young working-class thugs whose threat extended not only to violence on the beach but also into other aspects of society. “Pregnant schoolgirls,” Cohen wrote, “CND marches, beatniks, long hair, contraceptives in slot machines, purple hearts and smashing up telephone kiosks were all inextricably intertwined.”
 Cohen showed that while the actual level of subsequent violence was no higher than usual in a holiday town, police and bystanders were more sensitive to it and harassed “potential troublemakers” accordingly. More police were assigned to the beaches, courts began punishing minor offences, and locals formed action groups and vigilante squads to protect their towns.
 Moral panics are not just about holiday brawls. In his book Cohen mentions arguments that there was a social crisis caused by the violent behaviour of young, working-class men, hysteria about drug use, prevention campaigns around school shootings and extremist recruiters, fears about child abuse and paedophile registers, concerns about vaccinations or the impact of the media on teenage sexuality, anger at welfare cheats and single mothers, and attempts to stop refugees and asylum seekers entering the country.

Moving from one apparent crisis to another, far right newspapers in interwar Romania used moral panics to argue that the nation itself was in danger and that the official authorities were either too incompetent or too corrupt to do anything about it. Sometimes, they suggested, the authorities wilfully encouraged such problems. Only the far right, the argument went, was capable of restoring balance in society. Using Cohen’s concept of moral panics to unpack interwar Romanian politics requires several caveats, however. Whereas 1960s Britain enjoyed high literacy rates and the sales figures of tabloid newspapers were at an unprecedented high, only 57.1 percent of Romania’s population could read and write in 1930.
  In cities up to 84.5 percent of men and 70.3 percent of women were literate, but these numbers dropped down to 64.9 percent of men and 38.7 percent of women in rural areas, with the lowest literacy rates found in Bessarabia, where support for far right politics was high. In the municipality of Bucharest, 86.7 percent of people aged between 7 and 65 were literate, regardless of sex.
 Cohen could persuasively argue that the tabloid press had a significant impact on public opinion in 1960s Britain, but in 1930s Romania what we find in the far right press are traces of discourses that activists may have used in their speeches and in person-to-person outreach. The press did not create moral panics in Romania in the same way that it did in Cohen’s Britain, but it does provide evidence that such panics existed in certain circles.

Moreover, whereas Cohen speaks of “British society” as a whole, this chapter focuses specifically on the far right. As Irina Livezeanu argues, it was difficult to distinguish between the far right and the major parties on the grounds of doctrine alone. “Romanian fascists did not so much prosper by organizing against anti-nationalists,” she writes, “as gain popularity and legitimacy by defining themselves as the best and purest nationalists within that consensus”.
 In Romania fascism was shaped by the same post-war and interwar imperial transformations and transitions that moulded the major parties. Those people who today we refer to as “fascists” – namely members of the National Christian Defence League, the Legion of the Archangel Michael (also known as the Iron Guard), and other smaller groups – were not always aware that they were fascists in the sense that historians speak of fascism today. They did know two things, however. First, they embraced their identity as “antisemites” or “nationalists”; both labels dating back to the 1870s which marked someone as being actively opposed to Jews, Freemasons, the government, ethnic and religious minorities, ideologies such as humanitarianism and liberalism, and an Anglo-French orientation in foreign policy. Antisemites published and distributed newspapers targeted exclusively at other antisemites, they attended rallies and lectures specifically aimed at antisemites, and they called upon one another for support on petitions and in legal cases. They considered themselves to be very different to politicians even if they shared the same nationalism as members of the National Liberal Party or the National Peasant Party.
 Second, they acknowledged an affinity with French integral nationalism, Italian Fascism, and German Nazism. They translated books and articles from far right groups abroad, they reported on their successes favourably, and their leaders corresponded with foreign leaders on the far right as well as attending conferences and meetings with them.
 The distinctions between fascist, far right, authoritarian, and mainstream became increasingly loose by the mid-1930s, as Gheorghe Tătărescu’s National Liberal Party governed in an authoritarian manner, working together with King Carol II’s camarilla and relying on the cabinet for decision-making.
 At the same time the former National Peasantist leader Iuliu Maniu cultivated connections with the Legion, and another former Peasantist, Alexandru Vaida-Voevod, adopted fascist slogans and uniforms at his rallies.
 By the end of the decade the king himself made use of fascist aesthetics and rhetoric in an attempt to build popular support for his dictatorship.

Despite the omnipresence of nationalist ideology, fascism was not the only ideology in town. Socialist intellectuals did have their own followings, and the highest positions in the universities were still held by individuals who embraced democratic humanism, usually while endorsing the National Liberal or National Peasantist parties.
 Nor did students who embraced right-wing politics segregate themselves from other influences.
 Fascism was more palatable for most intellectuals than communism, but until September 1940 the Romanian public sphere was a diverse community where most people were at least tolerated so long as they did not question core assumptions about things like patriarchy and the integrity of the Romanian nation.
 Analysing the images of crisis that featured prominently in the right-wing press helps situate the rise of the far right within what Mark Mazower calls “the larger problematic of explaining the general crisis of democracy and of nineteenth-century liberalism”.
 It also exposes the shared grievances, discourses, and values that united fascist and right-wing parties which were otherwise divided by personal and political rivalries.
Postwar threats
A loosely organized antisemitic press had existed in Romania since the 1870s, focused on fear-mongering about Jewish finance and the dangers of “politicianism” – the idea that democratic politics sustained a culture of corruption, petty party alliances, indecision, and exploitation.
 In 1910 Nicolae Iorga and A. C. Cuza formed the Nationalist Democratic Party on a similar platform. Although antisemitism was the party’s core doctrine, it was founded on the back of student riots that Iorga had provoked by claiming that Romanian culture was threatened by French cultural imperialism and in the aftermath of the largest peasant uprising the country had ever seen.
 Iorga and Cuza parted ways during the war but continued their struggle separately; Cuza portraying himself as a marginalized fighter against a Jewish menace while Iorga played the role of the representative of the nation holding on to core Romanian values during times of change. A variety of other right-wing movements appeared after the war, including the Veterans’ Union, the Reserve Officers’ Union, the Former Guards’ Association, the Guard of the National Conscience, the National Romanian Fascists, and Romanian Action. These lasted a few years at most, the majority of their supporters having moved into A. C. Cuza’s new party, the National Christian Defence League (LANC), by 1926.

The end of the First World War was neither easy nor straightforward. Paramilitary violence plagued central and eastern Europe for several years after the armistice, and new cleavages formed as states renegotiated their borders, established new or revised legal systems, currencies, transport networks, education systems, and labour agreements. Ethnic groups that had formerly been in the majority now found themselves relatively powerless minorities, and former minority groups acted quickly to consolidate their dominance within new, expanded, or shrunken states. Veterans in particular exercised significant political influence, and wartime rhetoric about God and nation continued to shape peacetime societies.
  


In Romania the right-wing press continued its prewar attacks on politicianism and Jewish influence in the economy. In Unirea (Unification), the newspaper of what was left of the Nationalist Democratic Party after Iorga and Cuza’s acrimonious split, Cuza argued that “the path of history continues fatefully onwards. Our decisive moment has arrived. The destiny of Romanianism is once again in our hands. It is summed up in two words: To arms!”
 Cuza maintained that the struggle for Romanian rights was not over, because “every nation has the right to decide its own destiny” but the League of Nations was depriving the smaller states of their sovereignty through the minorities treaties.
 Another seasoned antisemitic activist, I. D. Protopopescu, argued that “the Jewish question takes on a new face in Greater Romania because their field of action increased together with the unification of all Romanians and the addition of the new provinces. Parasitism has increased thanks to the suppression of Article 7 of the Constitution and the lifting of the restriction that they not settle in rural areas.”
 Article 7 of the 1866 constitution had stipulated that only Christians could enjoy citizenship rights, but was modified after the war in order to gain international support for Romania’s territorial claims.
 The arguments of the antisemites echoed those of the National Liberal prime minister, Ionel Brătianu, almost verbatim. Brătianu resigned rather than sign a treaty giving the League of Nations the right to interfere in Romanian affairs if the state failed to treat Jewish Romanians as equal citizens.
 Cuza’s colleague, Mihail Dragoş, explained that the National Democrats’ new goal was “the purification of our social atmosphere, the ending of political parasitism, the abolition of club-house politics, of partisanship and toadyism”.
 Nationalist journalists played on the dangers of political corruption and the feebleness of democracy, warning that the social fabric was at risk of breaking. What distinguished the far right from the political centre was not that they were antisemitic, but that they had few other policies and relied entirely on moral panics about Jews and corruption to maintain support.

The ongoing civil war in Russia and Romania’s invasion of Hungary to annex Transylvania and overthrow Béla Kun’s communist government made the purification of the country all the more urgent, lending credence to fears about Bolshevism spreading in Bessarabia and throughout the country.
 Far right groups portrayed the wave of strikes in 1920 as the beginning of a communist take-over – an exaggeration, but one which the socialists were only too happy to affirm in their speeches and pamphlets.
 Constantin Pancu’s Guard of the National Conscience responded by staging a counter-protest which later fascists framed as a heroic moment of opposition to communism.
 Eulogizing the involvement of Corneliu Zelea Codreanu in this strike during a radio talk in 1940, his friend Ilie Gârneaţă stated that,

In February 1920 the communists began agitating throughout the country, organizing protests, strikes, and conspiracies. Iaşi was under their control. The red flag fluttered at the tram station and the Nicolina factories. The authorities were powerless and the communists became more and more brazen. Corneliu Codreanu and Constantin Panciu led a group of Romanians to establish order. The two groups clashed violently, but Corneliu Codreanu’s courage and heroism won the first victory for the national ideal. Penetrating the entrance to the factory, he swiftly climbed on the roof and ripped off the criminals’ flag, throwing it away and planting the Romanian tricolour in its place. His enemies stared at him, amazed at his courage in opposing them.

Codreanu’s deed was inscribed in the ultranationalist imagination as a moment when the country was threatened with destruction but saved through an act of individual fascist heroism.

A similar moment when the fate of the country apparently hung in the balance took place on 10 December 1922 when antisemitic students attacked Jewish medical students who they said were stealing Christian cadavers to dissect for their anatomy lessons. The antisemitic students apparently defended the bodies with swords, sparking a country-wide protest movement that lasted throughout the interwar period.
 Antisemitic students were using the same complaints about cadavers to attack Jews in both Austria and Poland, but according to the right-wing press in Romania, the issue of cadavers was a specifically local problem.
 “We have pointed out that the Romanian people are losing ground every day and that an exclusivist and greedy race extends its dominance over us more and more every day,” the student newspaper stated.
 The message of such reports was not just that a crisis existed and that the authorities were powerless to stop it. It was that through their courage and heroism individual nationalists were standing up to the “foreign” menace and saving the nation. The greater the moral panic, the more heroic nationalists who overcame it were.


LANC associated itself with the antisemitic student movement that appeared in December 1922. Antisemitic student violence was common throughout East Central Europe during the early 1920s, and in Romania student leaders such as Corneliu Zelea Codreanu and Ion Moţa kept the movement alive through assassination attempts, murders, and celebrated trials.
 The far right turned on the judiciary in 1924 when five young men – including Codreanu – were tried for conspiring to murder a series of Jewish leaders in Bucharest. The student newspaper Cuvântul studenţesc (The Student Word) insisted that the crisis was very real, reporting that “for over a year 20,000 young people have been raising the alarm about an enormous plot that two million murderous Yids have launched against our country.”
 The moral panic in this case was specifically about whether Jews controlled the judges and juries who would pronounce on the fate of the students. They wrote,

It will not be the students who will be judged, but current and past governments, all of whom have collaborated with the Yids who are ruling Romanian lands today. ... The judiciary will determine if the Yids are the mortal enemies of our people, if a Yid problem exists, and if its immediate solution is a problem of life and death for us. Through the verdict which it gives, the judiciary will decide if it is with us or with them: if it recognizes truth and reality, or negates them.

At the end of the day the jury acquitted the students, as other juries did when Ion Moţa shot the man who had betrayed their plot in court, when Codreanu murdered a police prefect in Iaşi, and when Nicolae Totu murdered a Jewish student in Cernăuţi.
 Reframing murder trials as moments of crisis for the nation proved to be an effective way of allowing far-right groups to break the law without serious consequences.

The majority of antisemitic students worked with LANC until 1933, but in 1927 a small group of ultranationalists led by Codreanu and Moţa broke away to form the Legion of the Archangel Michael. The Legion grew steadily in popularity until its reputation surpassed Cuza’s own. Codreanu established a paramilitary wing of the Legion in 1930 known as the Iron Guard, and the name stuck although the paramilitaries were banned in 1933. The Legion’s popularity reached its peak in 1937 before the royal dictatorship harshly suppressed the movement and Codreanu was murdered by police while in prison. A small group of leaders survived the wave of arrests and murders that followed Codreanu’s death by escaping to Germany. They returned in September 1940 to establish the National Legionary State. Legionaries ruled the country in an alliance with General Ion Antonescu until they rebelled against the general in January 1941 and were roundly defeated.

In many ways it was journalists and intellectuals more than politicians who shaped far-right discourse. Nae Ionescu achieved celebrity among young intellectuals in the late 1920s first for his popular lectures on philosophy and then thanks to Cuvântul (The Word), a newspaper he edited. He argued that rationalism had had its day and that consequently capitalism, democracy, constitutionalism, and Protestantism – all of which he claimed were based on rationalism – were relics from a by-gone era.
 Ionescu opposed Western democracy with a doctrine he called Orthodoxism. Identifying Romania and Romanianness with a chauvinistic brand of Orthodox Christianity, Ionescu argued that only Orthodox Christians could be “good Romanians”, and fought to exclude everyone else from participating in the public sphere or enjoying citizenship rights.
 Ionescu associated Cuvântul with the Legion shortly before the assassination of Ion Duca in 1933, and many legionaries considered him a father-figure to the movement even though he never officially joined.
 Ionescu’s major rival on the far right was Nichifor Crainic, a theologian and editor of the cultural magazine Gândirea (Thought) who also identified as an Orthodoxist. During the 1920s Crainic’s journalism promoted a vague nationalist ideology grounded in Orthodox Christianity and a romantic conception of peasants as the true representatives of the nation. He began advocating for integral nationalism in 1931 and adopted an explicitly pro-fascist position in the pages of Calendarul (The Calendar) during 1932. He initially supported the Legion but the relationship became strained when legionaries turned to Ionescu as their preferred intellectual mentor.

Images of crisis focused primarily on economic issues during the Depression years. Grain prices fell steadily from 1929 until 1934. Coupled with higher import tariffs introduced across Europe, this was disastrous for the Romanian economy. Manufacturing also shrunk as foreign investors became reticent to gamble their money on Romanian ventures, further reducing the demand for raw materials. Grain’s centrality as the country’s major export never recovered, and was replaced by oil during the 1930s. The Depression also coincided with the implementation of the National Peasantists’ long-awaited agrarian program, which proved to be an enormous disappointment to most peasants, perhaps pushing some towards more radical political solutions.
 Street protests from across the political spectrum increased during these years, culminating in a major railways workers strike in 1933.


Led by Nichifor Crainic’s Calendarul, the far right portrayed the Depression as evidence of a moral crisis at the heart of Romanian society. In its third issue Crainic announced that “Calendarul is beginning a methodical and well-documented campaign of exposing economic crime.”
 His target was “a clique of industry barons, corrupt politicians, and newspaper crooks” he said were conspiring to artificially inflate the prices of bread and butter items.
 Crainic claimed it as a personal triumph when the government voted to reduce import tariffs on sugar, boasting that Calendarul had single-handedly forced the government to lower prices through its articles attacking corruption and Freemasonry.
 Calendarul described industrialists as “reptiles” and lumped ethnic Romanian industrialists together with Jews as parasites on the body of the nation.
 The far right was particularly incensed when the Romanian government bailed out major banks in 1931. The banks were responsible for the crisis, they claimed, and the money should have gone to hard-working Romanians, not to “foreigners” (i.e., to Jews).
 Regardless of how inaccurate it was, the idea that Jews were sucking money from the economy was a well-worn trope in antisemitic circles that went back decades and stretched across Europe.

The largest of the Depression-era scandals became known as the ‘Škoda Affair’. An investigation into a Czechoslovak company producing arms for the Romanian army revealed fraud, bribery, poor quality weapons, and leaked military secrets. Bruno Seletzky, one of the firm’s directors, was accused of being a Soviet spy and sentenced to five years in prison. He had close connections to a number of senior politicians and military figures who had shown him detailed military plans in the hope that he might provide appropriate weapons for them.
 Calendarul expressed its anger that Seletzky became the scapegoat for the scandal, insisting that the criminal justice system should have spread its net much more widely.
 “The international criminals who work in the shadows and the ‘receivers of bribes’ from inside the fortress” must be exposed, they insisted.
 Rather than reporting the Škoda Affair as an isolated incident, Calendarul claimed that it was symptomatic of a wider culture of corruption and tried, unsuccessfully, to generate a moral panic around the case.

Other figures on the far right attempted to capitalise on the economic crisis by blaming foreign workers and employers. Legionaries in Maramureş provoked pogroms against Jews, in one case burning down an entire village when the fire got out of control.
 Apart from Constantin Pancu’s Guard of the National Conscience, which was largely made up of workers, and attempts in 1923 by the National Romanian Fascists to promote a corporatist economic model they claimed would benefit workers, the far right had hitherto largely ignored industrial workers.
 LANC led the way by advocating for the rights of bus drivers in 1931 as part of what it called “the new working class”.
 The Legion began recruiting workers in late 1932, and by 1933 they were bullying coffee shop owners into employing legionaries and organizing boycotts of minority-owned businesses.
 Most ultranationalists were unconvinced when Alexandru Vaida-Voevod tried to introduce a numerus clausus limiting the number of foreign workers allowed to be employed in any one business when he was prime minister in 1933, saying that his legislation was empty rhetoric because it was not being enforced.
 Vaida-Voevod nonetheless made a “numerus valachicus” his signature policy once he embraced right-wing politics in 1935.


Disadvantaged groups of ethnic Romanians also became the focus of far-right moral panics during the Depression. The Moţi, a regional group of roughly 60,000 people living in the Apuseni Mountains who had been struggling economically for decades and who felt particularly short-changed by the agrarian reforms of 1921, found themselves in a y desperate state by 1933. A report by Ion C. Pop found that poor agriculture, deforestation, lack of roads, the decline of the mining industry, poor public health resulting in the spread of venereal disease, and poor food meant that the population was “decimated by disease, shattered by poverty, and famished by hunger.”
 Emil Şiancu, a veteran of the First World War, a legionary, and a Moţi, murdered a forestry entrepreneur named Mauriciu Tischler in 1933. Tischler was Jewish, and the far right community rallied around Şiancu, as did the National Peasant Party. Calendarul reported his trial as if it was a test of the state’s willingness to recognize Moţi civil rights. Virgil Pop, a priest and representative of a far-right group from the region known as the Blood Brotherhood, declared in parliament that by murdering Tischler, Şiancu was “fulfilling his duties to his country and people, remaining on the path of righteousness and truth.”
 As were most right radical murderers in interwar Romania, Şiancu was acquitted on the grounds that he was defending his nation by killing a Jew. Even after Şiancu had been released, the antisemitic student movement in Cluj staged protests in support of affirmative action on behalf of the Moţi.
 Far right journalists kept the story of the Moţi in public view for the next five years, using them as an example of how successive governments had failed patriotic Romanians.


Aromanians, too, gripped the far-right imagination during 1933. This was a group of Romanian-speakers who had lived in Macedonia for as long as anyone could remember but who had begun to identify themselves with the Romanian nation during the early twentieth century. Roughly 2,000 Aromanian families had migrated to southern Dobruja from Macedonia in 1925, attracted by promises of land and support from the Romanian government. Bitterly disappointed by the quality of the land they received and unexpectedly high taxes, Aromanians campaigned for support from the government on the grounds of their “desperate” situation.
 They attracted the attention of the far right in 1930 when Gheorghe Beza, an Aromanian student in Bucharest, shot the Secretary of State, Constantin Angelescu. Codreanu immediately defended Beza and was arrested as an accomplice to attempted murder. He met other Aromanian activists in prison and radical Aromanians became committed legionaries from then on.
 An Aromanian student, Virgil Teodorescu was shot by police while doing legionary propaganda in 1933, and two of the three legionaries arrested for the assassination of the prime minister, Ion Gh. Duca, later that year were Aromanians. Creating a moral panic around Aromanian issues did little to help the Aromanians themselves. If anything, it weakened their cause by associating it with right radicalism, as a number of older Aromanian leaders recognized. But it proved invaluable as a recruitment strategy for attracting Aromanians into the Legion.

Other nationalist organizations radicalized during the early 1930s, drawing closer to the language, symbolism, and politics of European fascism as the decade wore on. We know little about the rank and file supporters of these groups, but many of their leaders had been considered mainstream political figures during the 1920s. As Maria Bucur points out, when one looks at which voices were most prominent in the press, medicine, the church, the humanities, the sciences, the army, and social policy, it becomes clear that “illiberalism was broader and less clearly identified with a marginal radical rightist position” than is generally assumed.
 The Cult of the Fatherland, for example, was formed in October 1926 from moderate nationalists, especially retired officers.
 In 1930 it purged members accused of being Freemasons, and by 1936 had become a recruiting ground for other right-wing movements, with a number of prominent members also belonging to explicitly fascist parties.
 Similarly, Fritz Fabritius established the Saxon Self-Help movement in 1922 but adopted an explicitly National Socialist character in 1932.
 Transylvanian Saxons drew close to Nazi Germany as the decade progressed.
 Self-Help largely ignored the Romanian far right, but Ştefan Tătărescu’s National Socialist Party, also founded in 1932, worked hard to promote German Nazism among ethnic Romanians, receiving significant financial support from the Third Reich in return.
 Grigore Forţu formed the Citizens’ Bloc in 1930 as what one of his erstwhile followers called an attempt “to stigmatize corruption and socio-political decadence”.
 Forţu was arrested following a particularly incendiary speech in January 1933, and his trial became a cause célèbre on the right.
 His critics, on the other hand, asked why he suddenly decided to attack corruption in 1933 when he had kept silent for so long. Was he hoping to use a corruption scandal to launch a political career, they asked?
 In March 1935 Forţu established the Romanian Brotherhood, an association committed to boycotting Jewish businesses and newspapers. Perhaps exaggerating somewhat, the secret police wrote that “in reality the Romanian Brotherhood is a camouflage for extremist elements seeking to carry out a coup and install a dictatorship”.

The celebrated economist Mihail Manoilescu, who had been a member of King Carol II’s camarilla in 1930-31, began writing about Fascist Italy in glowing terms from May 1932 onwards. “In Italy now”, he wrote in his newspaper Lumea noua (The New World), “new forms are being worked out, to frame the life of peoples from now onwards. Humanity and the world’s scientists, in their race towards new formulae and solutions, to which people everywhere aspire, are focusing their attention on Italy.”
 He called his party the Corporatist League, publishing a theoretical treatise on corporatism in 1934 and advocating a single-party political system from 1936 onwards.
 Octavian Goga, who had been a leading nationalist journalist and political figure first in Hungarian Transylvania and then in Greater Romania, also embraced what Armin Heinen calls “the new nationalism” in the 1930s, grounding it in his earlier ideas about the peasantry as the soul of the Romanian nation.
 Goga formed the National Agrarian Party in 1932, which was outspoken in its support of Adolf Hitler and blended chauvinistic nationalism, antisemitism, and authoritarianism into its ideology. He merged his party with A. C. Cuza’s LANC to create the National Christian Party (PNC) in 1935, coming to power briefly at the end of 1937.

In 1933 Germany looked to the right-wing press as a means of cultivating pro-German sentiment in the country. Diplomats considered financing Crainic’s Calendarul, Tătărescu’s Crez Nou (New Faith), and Goga’s Ţara noastră (Our Country), but it is unclear from the extant sources whether any money was forthcoming at this time.
 Crainic tried to establish himself as a patron of the far right in general and an advocate of “ethnocracy” as an alternative to democracy. In February 1933 he organized a meeting at Calendarul’s office between the followers of Cuza, Codreanu, Forţu, and Manoilescu, trying to convince them to unite behind the idea of a “Corporatist State”. Crainic, of course, hoped to lead this umbrella movement.
 His attempts were repeatedly rebuffed by other far-right leaders, who nonetheless took advantage of Crainic to build alliances of their own. The National Christian Party, for example, was originally established by Crainic, who took the lead in bringing Cuza and Goga together before the other two men expelled him from the party and made it their own.

With such a wide variety of parties to choose from, in the mid-1930s it was the press that defined the far right, just as it had at the beginning of the decade. Every political party had its own broadsheet. Some, such as the Legion, produced a multiplicity of local or regional newspapers focused on local conditions.
 Much more widely read, however, were the right-wing Bucharest newspapers Porunca vremii (The Dictate of the Times), Sfarmă piatră (Rock Crusher), Buna vestire (The Good News), and Cuvântul (The Word), alongside more moderate newspapers such as Universul (The Universe) and Curentul (Current Affairs), which promoted a nationalist perspective without endorsing right-wing parties. Porunca vremii first appeared in 1932, but expanded significantly when Ilie Rădulescu took over as editor in 1935. Rădulescu convinced legionaries to help him distribute it and established the Association of Christian Journalists in Romania to mobilize journalists against Jewish influence in the press.
 Germany began supporting Porunca vremii financially in November 1935.
 Codreanu approved of the newspaper but refused to endorse it categorically so long as Rădulescu remained outside of the Legion. “Porunca vremii is a good antisemitic newspaper,” he said, but “be cautious of every article and every word, for it is not ours. . . . You should all read Porunca vremii, but do not believe everything that is written in it.”

Far-right publications developed very few new moral panics from 1933 onwards. The lack of imagination testifies to the extent to which Nichifor Crainic, who had engineered most of the Depression-era moral panics, still influenced the major contours of right-wing discourse later in the decade. Increasing success and as well as a general shift towards the right in European politics encouraged both splinter groups and new movements hoping to take advantage of fascism’s popularity. In 1934 Mihai Stelescu broke away from the Legion to establish the Crusade for Romanianism. In an open letter to Codreanu, Stelescu wrote that “You lied from the beginning. ... Then there is your empty ambition. When you were in LANC you were already forming the Legion. ... [Alexandru] Vaida-Voevod wrote the first program of the Iron Guard for you and gave you money to create a political diversion.”
 Furious with Stelescu’s “betrayal”, and claiming that Stelescu had attempted to assassinate Codreanu, a team of legionaries murdered him in hospital in 1936.
 The Crusade for Romanianism continued without him, collaborating with the Cult of the Fatherland and other right-wing movements as a nationalist alternative to the Legion.
 One of the people police suspected of working with Stelescu’s crusaders was Tiberiu Rebreanu, a law student who broke away from LANC to form the New Group in 1934. This was a youth organization modelled on Italian fascism whose members wore black shirts and fought with legionaries at their meetings.
 Another LANC splinter group was the Swastika of Fire, established by the lawyer I. V. Emilian in 1936. Emilian broke with Cuza after the latter had allied himself with Goga to form the National Christian Party, and he attracted young ultranationalists unhappy with Cuza’s new friends.


Alexandru Vaida-Voevod, who had already served three terms as Prime Minister within the Romanian National Party, established the Romanian Front in 1935. Vaida-Voevod attacked “foreigners” (străini) in his speeches and complained about “the culpable tolerance of the Romanian towards the foreigner”.
 The word “foreigner” in right-wing discourse meant anyone who was not ethnically Romanian, not people who were not citizens. The Romanian Front staged large rallies that were a clear imitation of Hitler’s famous rallies at Nuremberg. One police report described a Romanian Front rally of roughly 3,000 people at Focşani in 1936, saying that “meeting at the organization’s office, they formed columns and marched to the train station. There were thirty bicyclists in front, followed by an advanced guard in uniform (black shirts with a white cross on the right side of the chest) – with a flag of the Legion of Putna of the Romanian Front. After this followed a Gypsy brass band and then a column of participants of the congress numbering 500-600 people. ... The purpose of going to the station was to welcome participants arriving by train.”
 King Carol II also established a fascist-looking youth organization in 1935 called the Sentinels of the Fatherland. The Sentinels came into their own with the establishment of the royal dictatorship in 1938. They focused heavily on sport and volunteer work, and Carol banned all other summer camps in order to give priority to those run by the Sentinels – a direct attack on the Legion’s own highly successful network of summer camps.
 In 1939 they even began collecting scrap metal, which was a fundraising activity legionaries had pioneered two years earlier.

Traian Sandu argues that the movements of Tătărescu, Vaida-Voevod, and Goga were “token fascisms [des fascismes labiaux], lacking the mobilisation of myths and of the masses which is indispensable for true fascism, which stubbornly refuses to be manipulated” by outside parties such as King Carol or Nazi Germany.
 But it is almost impossible to distinguish between those parties which were “truly” fascist and those which were merely imitators. They could not be organized on a spectrum of more to less fascist parties as their rhetoric, policies, and practices were remarkably similar. All of the groups mentioned above mobilized around Romanian nationalism, Orthodox Christianity, leader cults, militarism, youth, and muscular masculinity. All tried to attract large numbers of people, although some were more successful than others. And all were manipulated by political elites in one way or another. In addition to the frequent attempts by publicists such as Crainic to build coalitions between parties, prominent individuals moved from one party to another with remarkable frequency. The lawyer Teodor Mociulski, for example, supported the student movement, Cuza, Vaida-Voevod, the Swastika of Fire, the Cult of the Fatherland, the Bloc of the Nationalist Generation of 1922, and Carol II at one time or another.
 Similarly, after Istrate Micescu became disillusioned with his career in the National Liberal Party he lent his support first to Codreanu, then to Cuza and Goga, and then to Carol II.
 These groups were so ideologically similar to one another that shifting allegiances required no real intellectual reorientation, although the fact that major political figures embraced this ideology meant that the boundaries between centre-right and far-right parties became increasingly blurred.

There were nonetheless demonstrable differences within the Romanian far right. Whereas LANC and the Legion could claim to represent an unbroken tradition of right-wing mobilization dating back to 1922 – and in Cuza’s case even longer, – the parties which emerged during the 1930s were products of the unique political environment of that decade and their leaders had been successful members of the major parties during the 1920s. Similarly, whereas LANC, the Legion, and their splinter groups sought to overcome existing political power structures through grassroots mobilization, the parties of Tătărescu, Vaida-Voevod, Goga, and Carol II focused on mobilizing people in support of those power structures. One segment of the far right engaged in anti-establishment politics, that is, while the other used the forms and rhetoric of fascism to consolidate their existing political bases. Such differences were more of degree than of kind, however. Right-wing leaders were constantly accusing each other of engaging in “politicianism”, all the while hoping that no-one would believe the same accusation applied to them too.

Nichifor Crainic launched Sfarmă piatră in 1935 as a platform for the National Christian Party, but kept control of the newspaper after Cuza and Goga excluded him from the party. Under the directorship of Alexandru Gregorian, the newspaper consistently attacked the National Christian Party as well as running extended campaigns against prominent Freemasons such as Mihail Sadoveanu.
 Sfarmă piatră’s other major rival was Buna vestire, directed by Dragoş Protopopescu and Toma Vlădescu. Gregorian, Protopopescu, and Vlădescu had all worked for Crainic at Calendarul in 1933, but Protopopescu’s legionary sympathies estranged him from Crainic and made Buna vestire into the most openly pro-legionary newspaper of the mid-1930s. The young journalist Virgil Gheorghiu writes that when he visited the offices of Buna vestire in 1938, “All newspaper offices have the same smell of paper, printers, ink, and melted lead that the linotype machine turns into letters. The offices of Buna vestire had none of these smells. Instead, there was a very strong smell of leather. Everyone was dressed in leather. They had overcoats, boots, belts, and shoulder straps of leather. It is the legionary uniform.”
 Nae Ionescu’s newspaper, Cuvântul, reappeared for four months at the beginning of 1938. Only a shadow of what the newspaper had been at the beginning of the decade, it published right-wing political commentaries together with articles promoting Orthodoxism, antisemitism, and chronicling the repression of the Legion, first by Cuza and Goga and then by Carol II.

Two major themes which featured heavily in Porunca vremii, Sfarmă piatră, and Buna vestire between 1935 and 1938 were fears about Freemasonry and the League of Nations. Both had been major preoccupations for Calendarul in 1932 and 1933 as well, often being discussed in the same breath.
 Many leading Romanian politicians had connections to Freemasonry, and like right-wing demagogues elsewhere in Europe, Crainic singled Freemasons out because of the supposedly international, secretive, humanitarian, and non-Christian character of the movement.
 In a summary of his political activities during the 1930s, Crainic later explained that

Freemasonry, the gate through which enters all of the anarchy and disputes that the whole system from Geneva is based on, infiltrated all public institutions and culminated in the Iorga-Argetoianu government. ... Satanic liturgies took place in front of all the officials in the temple on Câmpineanu Street when inspectors from the League of Nations entered the country. Never was our ruling class more eclipsed than then [in 1932-33], when the so-called intellectual and political elite, ensconced in the net of ever-changing internationalism, thought and governed according to the global interests of the Alliance Israelite.

Crainic’s anti-masonic campaign built on earlier attacks published in LANC newspapers by Toma Petrescu, a LANC member who ran his own magazine “exposing” masonic activities.


Accusations of freemasonry were consistently associated with specific political goals. Crainic formed an Anti-Masonic Study Circle in March 1936, for example, when it became clear that Cuza and Goga were about to exclude him from the National Christian Party. Both Goga and Cuza’s son Gheorghe had been associated with Freemasonry in the past, and creating a panic that the PNC had been infiltrated by Freemasons was a way for Crainic to gain power over his rivals within the party.
 Crainic continued attacking Freemasonry in Sfarmă piatră, focusing particularly on the writer Mihail Sadoveanu, a well-known Freemason and a strong opponent of fascism.
 Porunca vremii also picked up the theme, this time claiming that Freemasons had infiltrated the Romanian Orthodox Church.
 The Church’s response was to commission an investigation into Freemasonry, which was conducted by the Metropolitan of Ardeal, Nicolae Bălan, who was well known for his right-wing politics.
 In 1937 the Holy Synod condemned Freemasonry as an ideology that “promotes unbelief and fights against Christianity”.


Led by Cuza and Goga, the National Christian Party came to power on 29 December 1937. Having built their party doctrine on images of crisis, they immediately set about resolving those crises. They prohibited Freemasonry early in 1938 and swiftly introduced sweeping and brutal antisemitic laws, which were accompanied by frequent violence against Jews.
 In February 1938 King Carol II used the ongoing violence between legionaries and cuzists as an excuse to abolish parliamentary democracy entirely, introducing a royal dictatorship with the Orthodox patriarch, Miron Cristea, as prime minister. Whereas PNC’s political agenda had been almost exclusively about antisemitism, the king argued that his regime was about providing stability and strong leadership. Right-wing newspapers continued the rhetoric of crisis under Cuza and Goga in order to justify the revolutionary nature of the new legislation. Under Carol they focused on the king’s effective resolution of well-known crises rather than continuing to fuel moral panics. The king dissolved the Legion, banned all political parties, increasingly aligned Romania’s foreign policy with Nazi Germany, and continued the steady erosion of Romanian Jewry’s civil rights. This was to be a “national state”, one of Carol’s ministers of justice, Ion V. Gruia, said, which involved ensuring that all professions and state jobs in particular be staffed entirely by ethnic Romanians.

The royal dictatorship collapsed in September 1940, to be replaced by four months of legionary rule in cooperation with General Ion Antonescu. Legionaries too had engaged in a rhetoric of crisis throughout the interwar period, but from 1934 onwards had also presented their movement as a “constructive” one, building up a country that had been destroyed by corruption and international Jewry. With Codreanu dead and immortalized in legionary mythology, the rhetoric of the National Legionary State focused on celebrating the achievements of the movement during the 1920s and 1930s instead of creating new crises to be resolved.
 Crises presented themselves nonetheless. A major earthquake devastated Bucharest in November 1940, and the regime responded by framing it as a punishment from God for not adequately acknowledging the legionary martyrs.
 Unlike the crises of the interwar period, this “moral panic” was generated and resolved under carefully controlled circumstances and used to consolidate rather than destabilize state power. The days when fascism was about undermining power structures had passed.

Images of crisis had united a plethora of right-wing parties and movements throughout the interwar period, and as the Second World War approached these moral panics provided the rationale for sweeping, revolutionary changes introduced by a succession of right-wing regimes. The demands of Romanian nationalists had apparently been met with the incorporation of the new territories into Greater Romania at the end of the First World War. During the early 1920s, moral panics allowed antisemites and ultranationalists to continue to mobilize supporters around claims that the nation was still in danger from Jews and corrupt politicians. Their images of crisis undermined government efforts to create a new, stable nation-state under the firm control of existing Liberal elites. The Depression provided ultranationalist journalists such as Nae Ionescu and Nichifor Crainic with the opportunity to fuel new moral panics around economic issues. Industrialists, bankers, Freemasons, and corrupt politicians became easy targets. The Legion’s growing success, the failure of the National Peasantist government, and the rise of Adolf Hitler in Germany, catalysed the spread of a number of new far-right parties during this period. Some were more eager to associate themselves with European fascism than others, but in the absence of any genuine program most embraced a politics of crisis as their primary campaign tool. A similar politics of crisis sustained the new right-wing parties of the mid-1930s, but this time with no new themes or moral panics. Even while any given right-wing newspaper might have been more closely aligned with one party than with others, each of these periodicals cultivated a broad ultranationalist constituency. Moreover, their higher quality of reporting, better production quality, and extensive distribution networks meant that they were read by right-wing activists and sympathizers who might have struggled to obtain copies of their own party’s newspapers. The latter often appeared sporadically and faced major distribution problems. Newspapers such as Porunca vremii and Buna vestire were thus able to shape right-wing opinion much more effectively than speeches or circulars from party leaders. Their prominence gave publicists like Ionescu and Crainic an influence that reached far beyond their ability to mobilize supporters into a party. Similarly, editors such as Gregorian, Protopopescu, and Vlădescu crafted the discourses that defined the far right much more profoundly than most historians give them credit for.


One of the most significant consequences of the fact that Bucharest newspapers provided the discursive “glue” that held the far right together is that right-wing politics was therefore driven by the same sort of sensationalism that characterizes tabloid newspapers. As Kate Campbell argues, the rise of W. T. Stead’s “new journalism” in 1880s Britain accompanied a significant increase in the number of people eligible to vote – just as in interwar Romania – and an “increasing acceptance that political authority rested on symbolic power outside the framework of reason.” In her support, Campbell quotes Matthew Arnold’s astute observation that where journalism is “feather brained,” democracy “is disposed to be, like this journalism, feather brained.”
 Fascism had become à la mode by the late 1930s, political discourse based less and less on objective evidence, and politicians and journalists on the far right merely had to keep up the momentum created earlier in the decade.
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