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Motto: “What memories do you have from communism?” “The electricity was cut off! (i.e., by the government)”
“And what about the democratic era?” “We turned it off!”
This joke is typical of the sharp Romanian sarcasm. Throughout the dark communist dictatorship of the 1980s and the turbulent postcommunist decade after 1989, Romanians never lost their sense of humor, which revealed both hopelessness and serene acceptance of harsh reality.1 A December 2023 poll shows that on the eve of the thirty-fifth anniversary of the end of communism, a majority of Romanians believed that communism was a good thing (48.1 percent) and that their standards of living were better compared to the present (46.4 percent).2 Do these results reflect restorative nostalgia, reconstructing an idealized
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version of the past?3 We highlight a more complex reality of this former communist country within current regional and global contexts. We argue that despite its struggles to reckon with the past, Romania is largely experiencing the same troubling trends—populism, isolationism, and antiglobalism—that have recently caused significant turmoil in established Western democracies.
Romania in 2024 finds itself in completely different circumstances compared to the last decade of Nicolae Ceaușescu’s communist dictatorship in the 1980s, a period characterized by isolationism, severe socioeconomic deprivation, and a deep fear of political persecution at the hands of the infamous secret police (Securitate). After joining NATO in 2004 and the European Union in 2007, Romania seemed on a steady path toward genuine and stable modernization within a liberal democracy advocated by EU and NATO leaders—a democracy that guarantees political rights and civil liberties, upholds the rule of law, ensures governmental accountability, and protects all societal groups from the abuse of state power. In 2024, Romania joined the Schengen Zone and the four hundred million citizens with freedom of movement within the European Union. Due to its location, including a 613-kilometer border with Ukraine, Romania also became an important player in NATO operations after Russia’s 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine, leading to increased military capacity and stronger ties with allies like the United States.
Most Romanians consider the United States, the EU, and NATO equally important for
national security and negatively assess Russia’s influence in global affairs.4 Similar to nationals from other countries, and especially the youth, there is apprehension about China’s role in an emerging multipolar world order. This data and the June 2024 local and
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European election results seem to defy restorative nostalgia. Instead, we see a reflective nostalgia that integrates early postcommunist narratives of the past into the current politics of the present.5
Yet lingering uncertainty about the future remains. Given ongoing attempts of successive governments to reverse hard-fought reforms to establish the rule of law and an independent judiciary in the post–EU accession era, and the country’s vicinity to a protracted military and political conflict, what are Romania’s prospects for the future? Could the slow but steady movement toward a liberal democratic model of society and government be reversed? To establish a context for this analysis, we start with a brief political history of the precommunist and communist eras and their legacies after 1989.

Political History
It was only in the mid-nineteenth century that the project of political unification among Romanians in the principalities of Wallachia and Moldova was embraced by the elites. From 1717 to 1831, Moldova and Wallachia had been economically and financially exploited by the Ottoman Empire under conditions of economic monopoly and a governing class, the Phanariots, drawn primarily from the Greek quarter of Constantinople. To this day, Romanians have blamed the legacies of the Phanariot era and Turkish rule for an institutional culture of patronage and clientelism. During the eighteenth century, however, these territories were the targets of geopolitical ambition among neighboring powers—Russia, Austria, and Turkey—that fought each other on and over Romanian soil. There was no significant middle class, and plenty of corruption, injustice, and oppression. Transylvanian Romanians living in the Hapsburg Empire were subject to assimilation, but were also exposed to other political and cultural influences.6
National awakening and the rediscovery of the Latin roots of Romanians came quite suddenly. European nationalism and bourgeois liberalism gained influence through the children of the aristocracy exposed to French culture and the ideas of the French Revolution, with France becoming a key political ally since the nineteenth century. By the early 1800s, Europe and Russia supported national independence struggles in the Balkans, including those of the Romanians. In 1858, the great powers met in Paris and approved the unification of Moldavia and Wallachia, which became known as the Old Kingdom and was ruled between 1859 and 1866 by an elected prince, Alexandru Ioan Cuza. He was eventually overthrown, and a well-orchestrated plot brought in a German prince and former Prussian army officer, Karl von Hohenzollern, who ruled the country for almost half a century as King Carol I until his death in 1914. During his reign, Romania became independent from Turkey (1877) and embarked on the road to modernization. Once the monarchy was consolidated, German influence coexisted with an already well-established French culture. Genuine Romanian “national unification” occurred only at the end of World War I, after the Paris Peace Conference. Additional territory was awarded to Romania: Transylvania, the Banat, and Bukovina from Austria-Hungary; Bessarabia from revolutionary Russia;
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and Southern Dobruja from Bulgaria. This new state, with a significantly enlarged territory, faced major challenges. First, it had to integrate the ethnic and religious minorities from newly incorporated territories. By 1930, census data show that Romanians constituted almost 72 percent of an overall population of 18,057,028, while minorities, including Hungarians, Germans, Jews, Russians, and Bulgarians, were also significantly represented.7 These groups with varied political and social experiences had no necessary allegiance to a nation-state disinclined to grant them cultural autonomy. Second, as a predominantly agrarian country, with almost three-quarters of the population working in agriculture, multiple simultaneous reforms were needed. Land redistribution, industrialization, urbanization, and educational reforms to increase literacy were all pressing needs that could not be easily fulfilled.
Although modernization was slow, the country made reasonable economic progress. During the interwar period, Bucharest, the capital, had a vibrant cultural life and was commonly referred to as Little Paris (micul Paris). The 1923 constitution established a constitutional monarchy, and King Ferdinand, King Carol’s successor, preserved a relatively peaceful alternation in power between two main political parties, the Peasant Party (PNŢ) and the Liberal Party (PNL). Yet this stable parliamentary system was short-lived. Romania’s increasingly imperfect democracy was threatened in the 1930s by the rise of the xenophobic ultranationalist and Christian Iron Guard movement, influential among the rural population, the clergy, and even some well-known intellectuals.
The economy remained predominantly agrarian and dominated by small landowners. Politically, the brief authoritarian monarchy of Carol II (1938–1940) was unable to insulate the country from the turmoil of World War II and the consequences of the emerging conflict between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany. The 1939 Non-Aggression Treaty between Germany and the Soviet Union (the Ribbentrop-Molotov pact) contained a secret protocol that ceded Bessarabia, northern Bukovina, and the Herţa region to the Soviet Union. The Vienna and Craiova Treaties, signed in August and September 1940, resulted in the further loss of Transylvanian territory to occupied Hungary, and Southern Dobruja to fascist Bulgaria. Romania became an ally of Nazi Germany under the dictatorship of General Ion Antonescu, a controversial personality to this day. While some regard him as a hero and patriot, others associate him with a criminal fascist regime. At the core of the disputes is the Holocaust perpetrated against the Jewish population during Antonescu’s government, which caused the death of 250,000 to 400,000 Jews.8 Despite the findings of the 2004 International Presidential Commission for the Study of the Holocaust in Romania, and two memory laws passed in 2002 and 2015 that criminalize the display and promotion of fascist symbols, ideologies, and personalities, there is still interest in the rehabilitation of Antonescu-era officials and Iron Guard members and sympathizers.9 The most vocal is the Prison Saints movement, which brings together Christian intellectuals, segments of the Orthodox clergy, and ultranationalist civic associations.10
The Axis defeat at Stalingrad in 1943 and the significant losses suffered by Romanian troops on the Eastern Front raised doubts about the country’s military alliance with Hitler. Given Antonescu’s reluctance to accept the Allied terms in early 1944, Romania’s secession
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from the Axis was ultimately accomplished through a coup d’etat organized by King Michael (Carol II’s son) on August 23, 1944.
After 1944, the popularity of the king and the weakness of the Romanian Communist Party (PCR) made the communist takeover difficult despite Soviet occupation. At the time, the PCR counted barely one thousand members. Because of its perceived antinational orientation, the party had been banned shortly after its creation in 1921 and forced to operate clandestinely. With the direct involvement of the Soviet Union, democratic institutions were quickly dismantled after the war. The country embarked on a process of transition to communism through a combination of terror and draconian legislation. After King Michael’s forced abdication in 1947, the Romanian Popular Republic (RPR) was created on December 30, 1947, and the communist regime was established with one stroke. Until its collapse in December 1989, communism would define the evolution of the Romanian government and society.
Romania’s Sovietization was well underway by 1948, after a transitional period from 1944 to 1947, during which the focus was on de-Nazification and transition to communism. The Romanian Workers’ Party (PMR) (1945–1965, renamed the PCR after 1965) laid the foundation of the communist legal system, and newly established people’s tribunals began prosecuting and punishing class enemies and “traitors.” The collectivization of agriculture and the dismantling of private property were forcefully pursued through terror and repressive legislation. Unlike Yugoslavia and Poland, which abandoned collectivization in 1953 and 1956 respectively, the PMR renounced it only in 1962.11 Securitate, the Romanian secret police, quickly became the communist regime’s primary tool for social and political control. Securitate was established in 1948 with direct Soviet involvement. For almost two decades until the release of the last political prisoners in 1964, Securitate pursued a gulag-style strategy of repression on a massive scale.12 After 1989, this stage of communism became central to a master narrative that emphasized both national victimization and heroic resistance at the hands of an atheistic foreign power—i.e., the Soviet Union.13 Nonetheless, alongside the collectivization of agriculture, the regime initiated a rapid but flawed program of industrialization and urbanization.14
By 1958, a more independent version of national communism emerged, an ethnic Romanian faction of the PCR led by Secretary Gheorghe Gheorghiu Dej. Following Stalin’s death and the withdrawal of Soviet troops in 1958, Dej criticized the USSR’s hegemony in the Soviet bloc and proclaimed Romania’s independence. The same independent approach extended to the economy, especially after 1962, when the PMR rejected Romania’s role as an agricultural supplier to the Eastern bloc. However, this “nativization” of communism (also introduced by Polish and East German communists to legitimize themselves as national regimes) did not lend itself to a program of genuine “de-Stalinization.” By the time of his death in 1965, Dej had become the undisputed leader of the party, mirroring Stalin’s leadership style.15
This quasi-independent nationalist line and the increasing role of the party leader as the supreme leader of both country and state continued under Nicolae Ceauşescu, Dej’s successor. Ceauşescu came to power in 1967 after a brief period of collective leadership. He attempted to restore socialist legality by denouncing his predecessor, echoing Khrushchev’s
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denunciation of Stalin, and promised to end abuses. He also introduced popular measures to improve the standard of living. Together with a brief period of cultural liberalization that ended in 1972, Ceaușescu attracted some support among intellectuals. His strongly nationalist stance in foreign policy during the late 1960s and early 1970s, distancing Romania from the USSR, further endeared Ceauşescu to the West and boosted his popularity at home. A sovereigntist speech in 1968, when the Soviet Union and other Warsaw Pact members invaded Czechoslovakia, represented the zenith of his popularity. Seen as a maverick within the Soviet camp, Ceauşescu became the darling of Western governments. In reality, he shrewdly navigated between East and West, supporting the Soviet Union on most foreign policy issues while holding out a welcoming hand to the capitalist West.
Manipulation, together with repression, the cult of personality, and xenophobic nationalism were Ceauşescu’s tools of complete domination at home. By the 1980s, sustained propaganda and the complete subordination of the mass media achieved an appearance of unity between the state, PCR, proletariat, nation, and Ceauşescu himself. With support from a significant segment of intellectuals, Ceauṣescu manufactured the myth of Romanian exceptionalism rooted in the nation’s Latin roots and national culture. Meanwhile, repression intensified as the secret police and the upper echelons of the party became subordinated to Ceauşescu. Through physical and psychological coercion and the widespread use of informers and collaborators, the Securitate preempted any attempt at opposition or revolt.16 Top positions in the party and state were filled with family members or loyalists close to Ceauşescu, eliminating the possibility of a reformist faction emerging within the party.17 Moreover, Romanians endured a severe “economy of shortages” after the dictator decided to repay Western debt at the cost of drastically reducing the standard of living. Slowly, Ceauşescu lost international support. In 1988, the US government withdrew Romania’s “most favored nation” status in response to human rights violations. At the same time, the economic and political reforms (called perestroika and glasnost) promoted by Moscow under Mikhail Gorbachev placed Ceauşescu’s repressive regime in an increasingly vulnerable position.
By 1989, Romania had become the most repressive, isolated, and deprived socialist country in Central and East Europe (CEE), with the possible exception of Albania. In the late 1980s, poorly lit streets and long queues of people waiting outside grocery stores for food and other basic commodities were an ever-present part of life. Strict limitations on contacts with foreigners, and the requirement for annual typewriter registration with the police, preempted organized opposition movements and samizdat publications.18 The state interfered in the private sphere through harsh policies governing reproduction and abortion.19 The country seemed almost immune to the political upheavals and changes occurring elsewhere in the region. Although acts of resistance had increased during the regime’s last years, they remained disparate, isolated, and ineffective. The lack of organized opposition prepared the stage for a chaotic and violent political transition in Romania.
In many CEE countries, communist regimes collapsed peacefully during 1989. In Romania, by contrast, the popular uprising that began on December 15, 1989, in the western city of Timişoara turned into a bloody affair that led to street fighting and a significant number of deaths. There was no organized opposition movement or a reformist
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faction within the PCR to negotiate the terms and conditions of a democratic transition. The demise of Romanian communism thus followed the path of classical revolutions, with flag-waving demonstrations in the streets and calls for the army to join them. As in other cases of violent regime change, the dictator and his wife were summarily executed by a military tribunal of doubtful legality.20 State institutions collapsed, and the power vacuum allowed senior party officials to seize power for themselves. Lower-ranking members of the PCR (the nomenklatura) together with Securitate elements led by Ion Iliescu, a well-known communist previously marginalized by Ceauşescu with alleged ties to Gorbachev, quickly organized themselves as a provisional political body symbolically called the National Salvation Front (FSN). Despite initial promises, the FSN began reproducing the organizing apparatus of the PCR and announced its intentions to run in the May 1990 elections. FSN leaders, including Iliescu himself, employed tactics of manipulation and promoted a nationalist-populist rhetoric suspiciously reminiscent of the previous era. The events of December 1989 have been described by some as a coup d’état, and by others as a stolen revolution, and this ambivalence lingered for the next two decades and led to tensions among politicians and the public alike.

Early Postcommunism
The chaotic political climate following the events of December 1989 and the increasing power of the FSN influenced both the May 1990 elections and the design of a new
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constitution. The FSN, dominated by former communists and elements of the Securitate, faced an emerging opposition movement formed by reestablished interwar political parties, former dissidents, political prisoners, and segments of the intellectual elites. The former renounced Ceauṣescu’s legacy but emphasized the positive elements of the Dej era. The latter engaged in a virulent anticommunist rhetoric and called for a Romanian Nuremberg.21
The government formed in 1990 included mostly former members of the party nomenklatura, albeit many were functionaries who had fallen out of favor with Ceauşescu. The FSN won over two-thirds of the votes. Other parties performed modestly, including the Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in Romania (DAHR) and two reestablished prewar parties, the National Peasant Christian-Democratic Party (PNŢCD) and the National Liberal Party (PNL). The leadership of the prewar parties featured senior party members who had survived communist jails and political repression, most prominent among them Corneliu Coposu, a lawyer who had spent almost eighteen years in prison. Ion Iliescu became the uncontested president, with 85 percent of the votes.
President Iliescu appointed Petre Roman—a young, French-educated college professor—as prime minister, to signal a new beginning. Although Roman showed some interest in reform, Iliescu was ambivalent about the nature of the new system to be constructed. Indeed, his early rhetoric referred to the need for “original democracy” in Romania—a system somehow different from the liberal democracies developing in the rest of postcommunist Europe. During the early postrevolutionary period, the secret services that inherited the Securitate’s mantle proved willing to employ violence to further Iliescu’s vision of “original democracy.” When antigovernment demonstrations in Bucharest turned contentious in June 1990, the secret services brought sixteen thousand civilians (mainly coal miners) to Bucharest, who ransacked opposition party offices and beat prodemocracy advocates. The miners returned later in 1991 to oust the prime minister, Petre Roman, who had emerged as a rival to Iliescu.
The 1990 violence overshadowed parliamentary debates on key constitutional issues, including Romania’s status as a national unitary state (eventually adopted) and the restoration of a constitutional monarchy (rejected). The Constitution, ratified in a December 1991 referendum with 30 percent abstention, represented a major victory for the FSN, bolstering its revolutionary legitimacy.

Political Institutions
The 1991 Constitution, revised in 2003, incorporates basic constitutional principles, including separation of powers, judicial review (the Constitutional Court), and human rights. It created a semipresidential representative democracy with a bicameral parliament consisting of a Senate and a Chamber of Deputies, each with four-year terms. The Chamber of Deputies, the lower house, currently has 330 deputies, filled through proportional representation (one deputy for 73,000 inhabitants), with additional seats allocated to
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ethnic minorities whose parties fail to pass the electoral threshold (5 percent). The Senate currently has 136 senators (one for each 168,000 inhabitants).
Based on the French model, the president shares executive power with the prime minister and his government and is directly elected by universal suffrage to a five-year term (maximum two in a lifetime) through a two-round majoritarian ballot. This constitutional arrangement continues to pose significant challenges to Romanian democracy because it constantly puts the president and the prime minister at odds.22 Furthermore, the legislative role of the parliament has been persistently undermined by the ability of the executive to pass emergency ordinances with impunity.
Romania has achieved key rule of law milestones since the fall of communism. Most notably, it is no longer subject to any special surveillance measures, as the EU’s Cooperation and Verification Mechanism, the CVM, was lifted in 2022.23 Romania ranks above the global average on the rule of law, with reasonably stable scores. In 2023, the World Justice Project’s Rule of Law Index grouped it with the EU and North America and ranked it 27 out of 31, and 40 overall (out of 142 countries). Romania’s rule of law is an example of a semiperipheral rule of law, with sufficiently established norms and institutions, but weak rule of law practices and culture.24
Romania’s rule of law chronology since 1989 can be roughly divided into four distinct periods: the early 1990s, characterized by continuing internal turmoil, authoritarian episodes (including interethnic violence and riots in the spring and summer of 1990), as well as international and US-led involvement; the EU accession period, ranging roughly between 1995 and 2007, when the country was heavily monitored and pressured to fulfill various rule of law criteria; the early postaccession period, with formal, but weak, EU monitoring, focus on justice system reforms and anticorruption mechanisms, as well as the rise of EU institutions, norms, and culture;25 and the current consolidation period, so far characterized by steady progress, deepening rule of law, even if unequally, and the country’s revamped international role gained after Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022.
Romania adopted formal institutions in support of the rule of law during the early transition, such as the Constitutional Court, the Ombudsman, the Central Bank, and various anticorruption bodies, and the Supreme Court was fundamentally reorganized in 1993 and again in 2003. Romania also embarked on a program of massive legal reform, with most statutes eventually completely revamped. Both the 1991 Constitution and the new law on the judiciary proclaimed the independence of judges and the supremacy of law.26 New law schools appeared overnight, and the number of legal professionals dramatically increased across the board; for example, the number of lawyers increased tenfold since 1989 to almost twenty-five thousand currently.27
Progress has not been uniform, however. Legislative and judicial reforms were sometimes hasty, overly detailed, and often conflicting, as well as poorly implemented.28 The rule of law is also undermined by the overuse of statutory orders, especially emergency statutory orders, which undermine the legislative function of Parliament, the persistence of corruption, and the politicization of justice. Political conflict has shaped constitutional revision attempts, regulatory processes, judicial reform, and judicial independence. The 2012 attempt to impeach President Băsescu led to a constitutional and political crisis. The
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parliamentary majority manipulated the rules to achieve its purpose, such as relying on executive ordinances to bypass the Constitutional Court and introducing last-minute amendments to the Referendum Act to lower the quorum.29 Consultative referendums organized in 2009 and 2019 addressed both structural issues, such as switching to a unicameral Parliament, and corruption, such as bans on amnesty or pardons for corruption-related offenses, yet Parliament chose to ignore them, signaling the weakness of the rule-of-law culture among political actors and deepening societal skepticism.30
The rule of law is also undermined by the lack of implementation of court decisions, both internally and those of supranational bodies, particularly the nonenforcement of European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) decisions against Romania. In 2018, for example, the Constitutional Court called on the legislature to establish a legal framework for the legal recognition and protection of same-sex families (Decision 534/2018). The failure of the legislature to comply resulted in a loss before the ECtHR (Buhuceanu and Others v. Romania, 2023). Overall, Romania’s evolution offers grounds for cautious optimism, as its rule-of-law “skeleton” is in place, and there is a minimum, core rule of law, particularly when contrasted with its totalitarian past.31 Yet various dimensions of the rule of law are still lacking, including rights, the quality of governance, frequent legislative changes, the regular use of emergency ordinances, the limited and nontransparent policymaking processes, and efforts to construct a deliberative, democratic, “living” rule-of-law culture.32
Few areas have seen as much progress as human rights, perhaps. Ceaușescu’s Romania ranked at the bottom of the world in terms of human rights and freedoms, and had a subservient justice system.33 Even after the fall of the regime, Romania continued to score poorly in terms of human rights,34 despite initial progress. For instance, Romania abolished the death penalty in January 1990 and legalized abortion in December 1989. Abortion was recriminalized in 1996, and it is allowed up to the fourteenth week (Art. 201 Criminal Code). Moreover, the judiciary was initially unprepared, as human rights were not studied at the law school, and the judiciary remained entrenched in communist policies and practices, such as the power imbalance between the prosecutor and the judge, with the latter holding less authority.35
By 2024, however, the country is widely perceived as free, scoring relatively highly in terms of respect for civil and political liberties.36 Political rights, such as free elections and political pluralism, are generally respected, as are individual freedoms such as freedom of thought, religion, individual liberty, personal autonomy, property, due process, and equality of opportunity. The country is a state party or signatory to sixteen out of eighteen key international human rights treaties and their protocols,37 as well as the European Convention of Human Rights and other regional treaties.
The 1991 Constitution and its 2003 revisions incorporated human rights standards and included all three categories of rights: civil and political rights; social, economic, and cultural rights; and third-generation rights, such as the right to a clean environment. Moreover, the Constitution also established the preeminence of international human rights provisions when there is a conflict between domestic and international laws unless domestic laws are more favorable to human rights. The Constitutional Court decides on
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questions of constitutionality of statutes, treaties, regulations, etc., although not directly constitutional complaints about violations of constitutional rights, which is a weakness.
Romania’s road to EU accession was conditional on its acceptance of human rights standards, as required by the Copenhagen criteria for accession, and the country was monitored regularly by the European Commission. The emphasis on human rights throughout the accession process “opened the door to a new type of political change domestically, a change pushed from below but taking advantage of external conditionality.”38 Under pressure from above and below, such as the NGO ACCEPT, Romania finally decriminalized homosexuality in 2001, but discrimination against gender and sexual minorities persists, including bans on same-sex marriage and civil partnerships (see Buhuceanu and Others v. Romania, 2023). The jurisprudence of the ECtHR and domestic advocacy (e.g., APADOR-CH, the Romanian Helsinki Committee) also led to the decriminalization of insult and calumny after a long and heated public and political debate.39
The European Commission and the ECtHR identified other problematic issues from a human rights perspective, primarily discrimination against Roma, journalists’ freedom of expression, delays and refusals to provide restitution or compensation for nationalized property, the powers of the prosecutors, and the powers of the secret services.40 Romania has consistently been in the top five European countries with the most judgments and violations before the ECtHR. The key areas where the Court has found violations include inhuman and degrading treatment (such as overcrowding and poor detention conditions, attacks on Roma villages, and unlawful detention and ill treatment in CIA ‘black sites’), right to a fair trial, right to property, right to liberty and security, length of proceedings, and right to respect for private and family life.41 The Court has also ruled on corruption and judicial independence, such as the illegal dismissal of the head of the Romanian anticorruption agency (DNA) (Kövesi v. Romania, 2020), or disciplinary sanctions against judges infringing upon freedom of expression (Dănileţ v. Romania, 2024).42 The large number of cases before the Court, particularly given the size of the country, and government losses brought public attention to these issues and pressure on the judiciary and the political system to introduce reforms.
Romania’s human rights record has improved following the ECtHR’s decisions, such as new election rules clarifying how parliamentary seats are allocated to organizations representing national minorities, amending legislation protecting prosecutors from abusive removal from office, or focusing on ongoing reforms to combat domestic violence.43 Despite significant progress, issues remain, such as police brutality and prison conditions, discrimination against the Roma and the LGBTQ community, gender discrimination, and freedom of the press. Transitional justice issues are also still on the agenda, such as restitution of property and responding to the crimes committed by the communist regime. More broadly, corruption, clientelism, and abuses of power have a wide-ranging impact on rights and liberties and their implementation. Political interference continues to sway judicial independence and interfere with freedom of the press, as the recent case of the journalist Emilia Şercan shows. Şercan extensively reported on plagiarism in the political sphere, including by the then–prime minister in his doctoral dissertation. As a result, she
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was subjected to a public smear campaign, which included the nonconsensual use of her private images, with the judiciary colluding in the cover-up.44


Political Competition
Constitutional weaknesses have been reinforced over three and a half decades of postcommunist political competition, marked by a persistent struggle between two opposing forces: the lingering influence of the authoritarian communist past versus a progressive transformation in a cosmopolitan, liberal European direction. By the mid-2000s, the second force was beginning to prevail over the first. However, this was an illusory victory, disguising the country’s dysfunctional party politics and corrupt elites under the positive effects of the EU accession process. Moreover, the last decade reshaped a political landscape characterized by a lack of genuine pluralism and clear-cut ideologies between the left and the right. During the early postcommunist transition, external actors could restrain Romanian elites from democratic backsliding. Now, however, with post–Cold War norms challenged by Russia and wavering Western support for liberal ideas, a democratic future seems uncertain.
The first decade of the democratic transition saw extreme confrontational rhetoric between former communists aligned with FSN heirs and the historical parties PNL and PNŢD, allied with anticommunist groups. These sharp divisions persisted through the 1992, 1996, and 2000 elections and were primarily rooted in disagreements over the country’s communist and precommunist past and policies that would typically distinguish left and right. Former communists appealed to the memories of “the good years of communism” (the 1970s) and the fears of the industrial working class and rural electorate over the capitalist dismantling of the socialist welfare system. By contrast, the anticommunist opposition portrayed the precommunist era as a “golden” historical epoch.45Simultaneously, the former sought to keep power in the hands of the ex-communist elite,46 aligning themselves with the xenophobic nationalist Party of Great Romania (PRM) led by Ceauşescu loyalist, poet, and journalist Corneliu Vadim Tudor.
The opposition, meanwhile, led by the two historical parties, formed the Democratic Convention of Romania (CDR) in 1991. Under university president Emil Constantinescu, the CDR won the 1996 elections, advocating for economic reforms, a market economy, and anticorruption, with Constantinescu becoming president. The Convention included a large spectrum of parties, and the coalition government it formed was heterogeneous. Its inclusion of the Hungarian minority party sent a positive message to Brussels, facilitating the beginning of EU accession negotiations in 1999. However, heterogeneity reduced the government’s ability to cope with a deeply corrupt bureaucracy and a weak economy. By 2000, the Convention’s popularity waned, and Constantinescu declined to run for a second term.
In this unstable political climate, the ex-communists, now handily renamed the Social Democratic Party of Romania (PSD), resumed power. The 2000 elections produced a major
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realignment of the political spectrum as the xenophobic PRM secured a fifth of the mandate in the lower house. The PRM’s extreme xenophobic messages targeted Romania’s well-organized Hungarian minority and triggered serious concerns about the potential for ethnic violence, especially given the war in Kosovo. These concerns generated broad electoral support for Iliescu in the second round of presidential elections. PRM failed to pass the electoral threshold of 5 percent in the subsequent 2008 elections.
In the early 2000s, it seemed that Romania was finally moving toward democratic consolidation and a party system with clear distinctions between left and right electoral platforms. On the left, the Social Democratic Party increasingly identified as a modern socialist party committed to European integration. Its alliance with the Hungarian minority party added to its credibility, and the EU and the International Monetary Fund viewed the PSD government of Adrian Nǎstase as a reliable partner. These were cosmetic changes, however. The party continued to monopolize regional and local administration through corrupt officials known as “local barons.”47 The work of the National Anticorruption Prosecutor, a body set up in 2002, was severely undermined by the executive and suffered from heavy political interference. Anticorruption legislation was unable to reform nepotistic and patrimonial state institutions. Despite new legislation and a serious attempt to create checks and balances, the EU signaled the country’s lack of preparedness for admission in 2007 (the date agreed to in 1999).48
The PSD’s inability to address corruption and EU concerns provided an opening to center-right parties. In 2003, the Democrats and Liberals united, winning the 2004 elections. Their candidate, Traian Bǎsescu, a former navy captain and Bucharest mayor, was a shrewd and effective politician who admitted ties to the communist elite, but defeated Nǎstase with his populist approach. A divided parliament led to a coalition government, marking a generational shift in Romanian politics. The PSD replaced Iliescu with the younger Mircea Geoană, and momentum grew for exposing communist ties. In 2006, new legislation opened communist-era secret service files of members of parliament for public scrutiny, with Băsescu appointing a presidential commission to investigate the nature of the communist era and publicly denouncing the “illegitimate and criminal” communist regime. However, PSD and PRM rejected the report,49 and efforts to oust Băsescu failed after a national referendum yielded strong public support for the president.
In 2007, Băsescu oversaw Romania’s accession to the European Union, although, like Bulgaria, it continued to be monitored by the EU under the CVM. From 2004 until 2006, under the direction of the minister of justice Monica Macovei, the anticorruption campaign moved from lesser cases of bribery and corruption among public servants and the judiciary to examining the conduct of top officials. The latter involved former prime minister and speaker of the house Adrian Nǎstase and ultimately led to his resignation.
Since 2007, Romania has held four parliamentary elections and three presidential contests. As a result of the 2003 constitutional revision, which extended the presidential term from four to five years, the legislative and presidential elections have been decoupled. Contrary to expectations, this electoral change has not led to any depersonalization of politics or improvement in the performance of political parties. Instead, turnout for parliamentary elections dropped, and the presidential race continued to be the primary
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focus of a highly divided electorate. This political polarization, together with the fragmentation of party politics, continuing clientelistic practices, the lack of a genuine democratic left and a solidly articulated civic liberal pole, and ongoing tensions between the executive and the president, have resulted in persistent political instability and executive volatility. The most serious concern among EU officials was the PSD’s attempts to undermine democratic institutions and anticorruption reforms in the aftermath of the 2012 parliamentary elections. During his second term, Bǎsescu overstepped his authority by subordinating state institutions (including the secret services) to the presidency. His enemies, the newly created Social Liberal Union (USL), orchestrated a second (although unsuccessful) impeachment in 2012.
USL came to power in 2012 after massive and sometimes violent protests against austerity measures during the global recession. Victor Ponta, a PSD figure linked to Nǎstase and accused of tax evasion and plagiarism, became prime minister. Fears of Ponta’s attempts to derail democratic reforms were well-grounded, as he quickly moved to illegally remove the two speakers of the house, replace the ombudsman, and attempt to alter the referendum law that kept Bǎsescu in office. Only a sharp rebuke from the EU and the United States prevented the country’s slide into authoritarianism.50
The USL coalition dissolved in February 2014 after the PSD blocked Klaus Iohannis, an ethnic German and Sibiu’s mayor, from becoming deputy prime minister. Iohannis became the center-right presidential candidate and won in 2014 with support from urban, younger middle-class, and expatriate voters. Ponta resigned in 2015, following anticorruption protests and charges of tax evasion and money laundering. Public discontent was worsened by a deadly nightclub fire caused by failure to enforce safety regulations, leading to a technocrat-dominated government.
In the 2016 elections, the PSD, led by Liviu Dragnea, who was serving a suspended sentence for electoral fraud, made a strong comeback. The surprise of the elections was the unexpected performance of the Union for the Salvation of Romania (USR), a newcomer party focused on fighting corruption, which won 9 percent of the votes. Three other parties passed the electoral threshold, including the Democratic Alliance of Liberals and Democrats (ALDE), which joined PSD in an anti-EU populist campaign promising to take back the country. This nationalistic campaign targeted Iohannis and George Soros and resonated amid the rise of fascist, populist, and anti-EU movements.51
A 2001 law prevents anyone convicted of a crime from becoming a minister, which included Dragnea himself, but eventually a new government was appointed in January 2017 under the premiership of Sorin Grindeanu. He attempted to pass two controversial emergency ordinances secretly without parliamentary debate and the president’s signature, aiming to undermine the work of the Anti-Corruption Directorate (DNA).52 Amnesty for prison terms under five years and halving sentences for those over sixty would have directly benefitted Dragnea. In February 2017, large crowds (estimated at totaling five hundred thousand) responded through demonstrations under the banners “Resist” and “Corruption Kills.” As in 2014, civic activism and international pressure once again pushed back against a blatant attempt to ram through secret, self-serving legislation.53
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The December 2020 elections marked a setback in Romanian politics, with the electorate’s choice between extremists and oligarchs. Partially due to the COVID-19 crisis, one of the region’s most deadly and poorly managed, these elections had the lowest turnout since December 1989 (32 percent), with PSD and PNL winning 29 percent and 25 percent of the votes, respectively, and USR Plus coming in third at 15 percent. The biggest surprise was the newcomer, Alliance of the Union of Romanians (AUR), which won percent of the vote.54<AQ1> AUR has since become the most destabilizing antisystem party in the country and potentially the region. The party mixes cultural conservatism, unionism (unification with Moldova), Holocaust denial, antivaccination ideology, football hooliganism, anti-Hungarian nationalism, religious piety, and new-age medicine. They are very effective on social media and in the diaspora (AUR was the first choice for the diaspora in Italy and the second in France and Spain).55 AUR is open about its affinities with the interwar Legionary Movement and exhibits clear connections with ultraconservative elements of the Orthodox clergy.56
In late 2021, Romania faced political turmoil amid severe social and economic problems,
rising food and energy prices, and the fourth wave of COVID-19. Shifting political coalitions and Iohannis’s unpopularity delayed appointing a prime minister. The newly appointed prime minister, Nicolae Ciucă (PNL), was a three-star general who fought in Bosnia and Afghanistan but was later accused of plagiarism.57 The PSD-PNL coalition has been governing the country in a monolithic coalition, alternating prime ministers and compromising over portfolios. The PSD remains dominant. The party’s second-generation
[image: ]
Photo 16.2. On February 1, 2017, more than 250,000 Romanians demonstrated in Bucharest against corruption in the biggest protest since 1989. Creative Lab, Shutterstock.
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leaders, under Marcel Ciolacu, appear to keep the extremists out of power (i.e., AUR), while avoiding accountability for corruption and abuse of power.
The June 2024 local and EU elections marked an overwhelming victory for the PSD-PNL alliance (nearly 64 percent of the vote).58 No clear credible opposition, liberal, right-wing, or nationalist, has emerged. Thirty-five years after the fall of communism, Romania’s party politics is in the hands of a well-entrenched oligarchy that crosses party lines and does not have a clear ideology. As Cristian Preda has recently argued, a more suitable distinction between the parties and politicians is between extremists and moderates rather than right and left.59 The first round of the November 2024 presidential elections resulted in a surprising lead of the independent Călin Georgescu, who ran his campaign on TikTok on a pro-Russian, ultranationalist, anti-EU and -NATO platform, confirming Preda’s point. Following the declassification of secret services reports that indicated Russia’s interference in the elections, the Constitutional Court annulled the elections.60 As of this writing, four political parties (PSD, PNL, USR, and UDMR) agreed to form a majority pro-European coalition and to support a common candidate in the forthcoming presidential elections.61

Civil Society
Central and East European communist regimes collapsed peacefully in 1989 after negotiations between the reformed elements of communist parties and representatives of civil society organizations or intellectual dissidents. In contrast, Ceauşescu’s repressive regime suppressed any possibility for independent groups and associations to organize. The 1977 miners’ revolts, the attempts to establish independent unions in 1979, and the 1987 workers’ strikes from Braşov were all squashed by Securitate. A samizdat culture could not develop either since typewriters had to be registered with the police. Although some dissidents did manage to express criticism of the regime through Radio Free Europe or Voice of America, most writers and artists chose to use encoded language as a form of protest.62
After December 1989, intellectuals formed the “Group for Social Dialogue” and joined former political prisoners and student groups in the 1990 Bucharest University Square demonstrations. They also championed the “Proclamation of Timişoara” in March, which called for lustration laws against former communist officials, liberal reforms, and European integration, but failed to resonate with the population. In fact, throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, labor unions representing various sectors of the economy engaged in strikes over these issues and became increasingly militant.63 A serious rift emerged as a result between anticommunist groups and labor unions, which inhibited the development of a vital civic culture.
By 2008, more than forty-three thousand nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) representing diverse agendas and interests (including social support for street children, domestic violence advocacy, anticorruption, and environment) had been registered, but many were either inactive or highly dependent on external funding. There was concern
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that ending European funding post-EU accession might hinder NGOs’ ability to remain proactive and self-sufficient.64 This pessimistic view has been tempered by new types of protest that have emerged since 2012. For example, in January 2012, protests against government attempts to privatize the health-care system became a wider antipolitical movement. The same year, civil society action against the Roşia Montană mining project, which degraded a mountain area and displaced a local community, led to the resignation of the government. Local and national environmental NGOs joined forces with transnational organizations, including Greenpeace and Mining Watch.65 These and the 2015 anti-corruption protests involved younger, educated people who mobilized through social media. They also fought back after the 2016 parliamentary elections when the ruling PSD tried (yet again) to derail the reform of state institutions. Combining 1989 revolution symbols, like the Romanian flag with a hole, with new slogans such as “We don’t want to be a nation of slaves” or “We don’t want to emigrate,” these protests indicate a generational shift to break with the lingering corruption of the pre-1989 state system.66
This new generation of social movements represents a diverse activist spectrum (including right-wing, left-wing, and nationalist), and some have been deeply influenced by the post-2011 global movements.67 Inspired by the Occupy Wall Street activists and the Spanish indignados, Romanian activists used anti-IMF slogans and expressed solidarity with Greece.68 They deeply distrust the mainstream media, whose independence is heavily curtailed by political elites through appointments and who are subject to manipulation and control by public officials steering them away from investigative journalism.69
However, increasingly vocal media outlets and networks of freelancers and independent journalists, such as Mediafax.ro, putereaacincea.ro, Veridica, Hotnews.com, and others, have become strong allies and supporters of the recent social movements that expose cronyism and abuses (including the plagiarism of high-level politicians).70 Sometimes independent journalists face serious harassment and even death threats at the hands of the secret services. These independent media voices face increasingly extremist nationalist, populist, antiglobalist, anti-EU, and pro-Russian propaganda outlets, such as Activenews, Solidnews, and Ortodoxinfo. Common false narratives include the colonization of the country by Brussels and Washington, the sexual abuse of children by LGBTQ propaganda, decreased Western support for the war in Ukraine, and the installation of a health dictatorship through mandatory vaccines.71 The latter incited protesters to engage in insurrectional actions against state institutions. On December 21, 2021, an estimated two thousand protesters supported by AUR and its leader, Simion, attempted to force their way into Parliament to oppose the government’s policy requiring mandatory health certificate passes for workers.72 The anti-LGBTQ rights and prolife campaigns emerging since the early 2000s belong to the same category of nationalist activism attuned to transnational conservative movements. They rallied support from segments of the Orthodox Church, the Roman Catholic Church, and conservative politicians. Their activism peaked in 2015, when the Coalition for the Family collected signatures for a national referendum seeking to revise Article 48 of the Constitution, which defines family as “marriage between two spouses,” as “the union between and a man and a woman.”73 This initiative, however, resulted in a failed 2018 referendum that did not reach a 30 percent valid participation threshold.74
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In response to these ultraconservative initiatives, progressive groups began to mobilize. Since 2000, feminist organizations have advocated on behalf of sexual minorities, women, and children.75 Lacking legislation that criminalizes gender-based violence or provides victim services, facing indifferent courts and law enforcement, and with prevailing cultural attitudes that blame underage girls or women, their activism nonetheless led to some important successes. In 2002, domestic violence and marital rape were criminalized. On several occasions, an outraged public rallied around civic associations and feminist activists.76 One involved the publication of an extremely misogynistic article in 2000 that encouraged wife beating.77 In 2019, the kidnapping, rape, and murder of two underage girls in the city of Caracal, after a dispatcher failed to answer their cry for help, triggered an even stronger response from both the public and activists, and ultimately the criminal was sentenced to thirty years’ imprisonment.78
In sum, the very diverse landscape of civil society movements and organizations, their activist strategies, value orientations, and exposure to transnational influences illustrate a major shift in Romania’s civic culture, as an increasingly heterogeneous society is searching for answers to complex political and cultural challenges.

Economic Policies and Conditions
After the first decade of the democratic transition, the Romanian economy experienced unprecedented growth. Between 2000 and 2009, the GDP per capita income (PPP) grew from 27 percent of the EU average to 48 percent.79 However, when Romania officially entered the global recession, it experienced a significant decline over the next five years. The economy picked up again in 2013 and solid GDP growth peaked at 4.9 percent in 2016.80 The main challenges facing the economy today include income inequality, endemic poverty (both among the highest in the EU), and a serious workforce crisis. The latter is the result of two main factors. First, the overall demographic decline since 1989 resulted in an increased aging population.81 Second, massive migration contributed to a significant loss of young and qualified workers. A brief overview of the economy before and after 1989 sheds better light on current economic issues and prospects.
Under Ceauşescu, the Romanian economy essentially ground to a halt. Enormous but inefficient industrial enterprises were constructed in the 1970s. Oil refining and coal mining, two economic mainstays, contracted. Agricultural production, burdened by outdated technology and a collectivized system that provided few incentives for individual farmers, declined. Throughout the 1980s, Ceauşescu was obsessed with the eradication of Romania’s foreign debt. Imports were cut drastically and radical austerity programs were introduced to allow for the export of Romanian products. As a result, Romania began its transition to a market economy with no foreign debt. Furthermore, the state had large foreign reserves and was the only country in the region that was already a member of the International Monetary Fund.
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These structural advantages, however, did not improve the overall economy after December 1989. Instead, the FSN and its heirs’ socioeconomic policies were guided by political self-interest. In 1990, populist measures of raising salaries and shortening the workweek accounted for a 22 percent decline in worker productivity.82 Heavy industry, especially mining, chemical, metallurgy, and petroleum experienced a massive and rapid decline. The industrial labor force was halved between 1990 and 2001. This deindustrialization did not result in any economic modernization based on an economy of services. Instead, a significant increase in urban unemployment and the restitution of agricultural land to original property holders and their heirs resulted in a reverse migration to rural areas.83 Iliescu consistently argued that he felt a responsibility to Romanians to avoid shock therapy reforms like in other CEE countries. Yet few moves were made to encourage large-scale privatization.
The election of the center-right Convention government in November 1996 was accompanied by an immediate increase in structural reforms, many of which were introduced under pressure from international financial institutions. This was Romania’s version of shock therapy since the Convention’s program of rapid reform saw the adoption of more than a hundred pieces of privatization and liberalization legislation during 1997 alone.84 In 1999, the government’s plan to close 140 mines in the Hunedoara region of Transylvania once again led to miners descending on Bucharest in a violent protest.
The Romanian economy began to trend upward after 2000 and between 2006 and 2008 became one of the fastest-growing economies in Europe, registering annual growth rates of around 8 percent and large year-on-year increases in average real wages (as much as 17 percent in 2007).85 The World Bank attributed these positive trends to the country’s increased integration with the world economy and its willingness to exploit comparative advantages in the production of textiles, clothing, furniture, automobiles, midlevel technologies, and information services.86 The Economist Intelligence Unit, however, located the immediate impetus in the rapid expansion of easy credit and a commensurate increase in domestic consumer demand and spending, which grew by 13 percent in 2007 alone.87
This increase in the standard of living and increased consumption was stalled by the 2008 world financial crisis and subsequent recession. Economic mismanagement and loose fiscal and wage policies found the country unprepared to cope with the crisis. As a result, in 2009, the IMF, EU, and the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) put together a loan of 19.5 billion euros. In exchange, the government was forced to pursue harsh austerity measures that led to a deep 25 percent cut in public employee wages and job losses. As the value of the national currency, the leu, fell and foreign investments dropped to 1.6 billion euros in 2012, many found themselves once again in difficulty.88 Romanians living abroad became yet again important contributors to the country’s GDP in the shape of remittances.
The COVID-19 pandemic and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine have also impacted Romania’s economy. Nonetheless, its growth rate is one of the highest in the EU, with annual average growth of 3.8 percent over the past two decades, and a doubling of living standards. However, its poverty rate remains high, despite rapid declines in poverty (down to 10 percent), and its levels of inequality are the fourth highest in Europe. This highlights

476	Central and East European Politics

the persistence of two Romanias: “one urban, dynamic, and integrated with the EU; the other rural, poor, and isolated.” 89 Key challenges to more inclusive, equitable, and sustainable growth include, among others, weak institutions and policy implementation, consistent lack of skilled workforce, a shallow financial sector, and climate change mitigation and the green transition.90
The COVID-19 pandemic put into sharp relief some of these systemic loopholes, including a consistent and clear implementation of prevention and response measures from policymakers, a broken-down and corrupt medical system, the vulnerability of large segments of the population to conspiracy theories and populist-xenophobic propaganda, and an ongoing pattern of in- and out-migration. Related to the latter, while at the beginning of the crisis, many migrant workers returned home, later in the pandemic, when Western European countries (especially Germany) faced a shortage of agricultural workforce, they entered special arrangements with the Romanian authorities to exempt them from national lockdowns. 91
Meanwhile, between February 2020 and 2022, when the fifth wave of the pandemic hit the country, responses varied, from severe restrictions on mobility to precipitous relaxation measures. Initially, the government imposed social distancing and isolation measures through lockdowns, border and school closures, and bans on public gatherings. In 2020 alone, no less than ten military ordinances were issued.92 But echoing the worldwide politicization of the pandemic and the aggressive rhetoric against vaccinations and mandatory masking in public promoted by authoritarian, populist, and xenophobic actors, Romania also succumbed to similar patterns. Segments of the Orthodox Church, for example, continued to practice religious ceremonies in total defiance of existing rules.93 By August 2021, Romania was lagging far behind other EU countries in terms of its vaccination rates, estimated at 28.8 percent in urban areas and as little as 14.22 percent in rural areas.94 As a result, high rates of infections overwhelmed the medical system, already riveted by corruption, and shortages of medical staff and intensive care beds for COVID-19 patients prompted the WHO to offer immediate support.

Key Social Issues
The Russian invasion of Ukraine and the COVID-19 pandemic added further challenges to the country’s economy and its institutional readiness, and reinforce key social issues and challenges, foremost among them the slow and unfinished business of implementing a robust rule of law and eradicate corruption, and weak institutions, which include weak governance and poor policy implementation. There are multiple underlying causes of corruption, both cultural and institutional. The country’s history shaped a state organized along patrimonial lines. Corruption remains deeply ingrained in everyday life and manifests itself at all levels. Thirty-five years after the December 1989 revolution, many still feel the need to bribe medical staff, schoolteachers, and local authorities to receive services or benefits to which they are legally entitled. At the same time, the reemergence
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and continued reproduction of political elites after 1989 meant that those who benefited from the shadowy system developed under Ceauşescu have little interest in reforming it.
Corruption was a persistent issue throughout the EU accession process, and Romania was monitored after the accession under the CVM with half-yearly reports for almost two decades. The CVM addressed four benchmarks in the areas of judicial reform and the fight against corruption, required comprehensive national anticorruption strategies, adopted by the government every three years, and the establishment of new agencies dedicated to anticorruption. Romania established the National Integrity Agency, which focuses on wealth control, the National Anti-Corruption Directorate (DNA), a special prosecutorial body responsible for investigating medium- and big-level corruption, and the General Anti-Corruption Directorate, which is responsible for fighting corruption within the Ministry of Administration and Internal Affairs.95
The DNA became the highest-profile anticorruption agency in the country after the appointment as the head of the agency, in 2013, of a young prosecutor, Laura Codruța Kövesi. DNA focuses on high-level graft involving more than ten thousand euros and has investigated over fifteen thousand individuals since its inception, working on six thousand cases per year on average, many against public officials and leading politicians. Hundreds of mayors, two prime ministers, other government ministers, and members of Parliament, as well as over one hundred judges and prosecutors, are among those charged, and billions of euros were recovered (according to DNA’s annual reports). As a high-profile anticorruption figure in the country, and because of her successes, Kövesi was attacked by the political class while enjoying public support. Younger people and anticorruption protesters together with EU officials praised her work and stood behind her.96 She was eventually fired by the PSD minister of justice in 2018 and became the first European chief prosecutor in 2019.
Kövesi’s tenure saw the most significant fight against corruption and for judicial independence of the 2010s. In January 2017, Emergency Ordinance 13 decriminalized certain corruption offenses, such as abuse of office, and introduced a pardon law. Other proposed amendments attempted to undercut the fight against high-level corruption by decriminalizing conflicts of interest and narrowing the definition of corruption. Simultaneously, the government worked to revise statutes on the organization of the judiciary, the status of judges and prosecutors, and the organization of the Superior Council of the Magistracy, aiming to weaken and control the judiciary.97 Mass protests in the country and EU criticism pushed back against the proposed changes and had some positive results (the ordinance was rescinded). Other changes eventually proceeded, despite problematic content and a process that lacked transparency and consultation. The Constitutional Court, which should be the guardian of the rule of law, upheld some of the most controversial amendments and openly contradicted the European Court of Justice.98 Romania is currently monitored, just like all other EU members, through the European Rule of Law Mechanism. The 2022 recommendations for Romania note that continuing challenges for the country are a fragmented legal framework on integrity, the lack of uniform provisions on revolving doors for public servants or lobbying rules for members of Parliament, and limited transparency on political party financing. Despite clear progress,
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the public perception regarding corruption has not changed much over the past decade, and Romania continues to score at the bottom of the EU, according to Transparency International.
At the same time, significant demographic changes, including a major decline in the native-born population, a relatively new and small but increasingly visible migratory trend, and Ukrainian refugees, pose additional challenges. From 1990, when the country experienced a peak in its population (24.49 million people), to 2024, the population shrunk to 19.24 million,99 as a result of massive migration (an estimated four million) and a fertility rate of 1.62 births per woman, which is far below the population replacement rate. While the latter is consistent with current European and regional patterns, the former places Romania as the second out-migration country in the world after Syrian refugees. In 2021, the Ministry of External Affairs estimated that the number of Romanian citizens living abroad is 7.5 million, of whom 3.9 million live and work in the European Union (primarily Italy, Spain, and Great Britain).100 This sizeable and diverse diaspora remains connected to its country of origin.101 The Romanian government promotes economic partnerships and educational and cultural programs seeking to maintain national identity among the emigres and their children.
This massive exodus resulted in a much-reduced workforce and an increasing import of foreign labor (estimated to be 140,865 in May 2024) from less-developed countries from Asia and Africa, primarily in construction, DoorDash deliveries, and the service industry.102 In 2022, responding to requests from employers and the business community, the Department of Labor modified existing legislation and eased access of foreign citizens to the Romanian labor market.103

Emerging Challenges
Romania’s foreign policy is strongly Western-oriented. The United States seized the opportunity early on to press for a “strategic partnership” between Bucharest and Washington, signed in 1997. Romania is the second-largest country (after Poland) in CEE, and its geographic location on the Black Sea gives it access to an increasingly significant Eurasian waterway. The country’s problematic history with Russia and its desire to legitimize itself as a Western country opened it to a military alliance with the United States. Romania participated in multinational operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, and Kosovo. Since 2011, Romania has been a committed participant in the NATO Missile Defense System. A major step in the agreement was the establishment and activation in May 2016 of a eight-hundred-million-dollar missile defense system in southern Romania in Deveșelu. Its strategic role in the security of the NATO alliance increased since the war in Ukraine, to Russia’s displeasure.104 Furthermore, it is estimated that by 2030, the Mihail Kogălniceanu military base (on the Black Sea coast) will become the largest NATO military base in Europe.105
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The 2022 invasion of Ukraine gave the Romanian military an impetus to strengthen its defense capabilities by acquiring modern equipment.106 Romania shares over 381 miles of border with Ukraine, including a northern land border and a southern maritime border along the Danube River to the Black Sea. Given Romania’s membership in both NATO and the EU and the location of the two borders, it is not surprising that the country found itself in the international spotlight of a conflict that threatens the post–Cold War world order. First, the country has become directly involved in Western military operations. Russia countered through state capture of major economic assets and sustained campaigns of fake news, potentially allowing antidemocratic actors the opportunity to derail Romania’s Western alignment.
Despite close military cooperation with NATO and the United States, uncertainties remain regarding the genuine pro-Western commitment of Bucharest officials. Romanian diplomats and politicians have chosen to approach bilateral relations with Ukraine from a backward- rather than a forward-looking perspective. Instead of promoting a post–Cold War pragmatic approach, most Romanian ministers of foreign affairs and presidents revive historical grievances, including the World War II Ribbentrop-Molotov Act, the territorial dispute over the Snakes Island, and more recently, the issue of the Romanian-speaking minority in Ukraine.107 During a meeting with President Volodymyr Zelensky in Bucharest
[image: ]
Photo 16.3. Romanian military service members amass between US formations attending the opening ceremony at a training ground in Slobozia, Romania, May 29, 2023, as part of Sabor Guardian. Saber Guardian 23, a component of Defender Europe 23, is an exercise co-led by Romanian Land Forces and the US Army at various locations in Romania to improve the integration of multinational combat forces. US Army photo by SSG. Samuel Hartley, Wikimedia Commons.
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in November 2023, Prime Minister Ciolacu criticized “Moldovan-language” textbooks in Ukraine, instead of “Romanian language.”108
Moreover, in contradiction to the government’s declared support to freezing Russian assets at the EU level, Russian economic interests continued almost unhindered after the beginning of the war. In 2022, the National Agency for Fiscal Administration (ANAF) decided to unblock funds owned by several Russian businesses.109 Although the country’s economy is not dependent on Russia, Russian oligarchs monopolized key economic sectors, including the steel industry and aluminum production, throughout the slow and corrupt postcommunist privatization process. Most worrisome is that although Romania can subsist on its gas reserves, it has become dependent on Russia’s Gazprom because of delays in exploiting the Black Sea resources.110 It is also likely that the government is not adhering to the restrictions imposed by the European Council in May 2023, following farmers’ protests, which banned the import of Ukrainian grains in five countries in the region (including Romania) and allowed only their transit to other destinations.111 Corrupt practices and mismanagement of EU funds also jeopardize the prospects of Ukrainian refugees. According to the organization Organized Crime and Corruption, over 1.5 out of two billion euros have never reached the Ukrainian refugees in Romania.112
The issue of Moldova’s sovereignty reemerged and security was again questioned after Vladimir Putin supported Russian separatist actions in eastern Ukraine and potentially in Transnistria. The recent war was perceived by some Romanian political circles as an opportunity for a rapprochement and was even compared with the fall of the Berlin Wall. Along with other countries in the region, Romania shares a general sense of insecurity. The proximity of Odessa and Snake Island poses a serious geostrategic problem for Romania.113 In 2022, the Supreme State Council approved the transit of NATO armament to Ukraine through Romania.
Since 1989, relations with Moldova have been characterized by nationalistic enthusiasm (chiefly used by politicians for electoral gain), but also by a degree of ambivalence among Romanians primarily concerned with economic problems and their relationship with the EU. Both Bǎsescu and Iohannis have expressed support for Moldova’s economic and cultural integration with the West, but the relationship became strained after the election of the pro-Russian head of the Socialist Party, Igor Dodon, in November 2016 on an anti-EU and pro-Moscow ticket. After his election, Dodon removed the EU flag from the presidential webpage and replaced “Romanian language” with “Moldovan language.” He also revoked Bǎsescu’s Moldovan citizenship.114 The election of Maia Sandu in 2020 and her recent reelection in November 2024 have brought the relationship back to a friendly tenor. Given the massive Russian interference during the elections and its backing of her pro-Moscow opponent, Sandu’s election was greeted with relief by NATO, the EU, and the countries in the region. For Ukraine, it meant not being surrounded by hostile neighbors.115 A positive outcome of EU integration has been improved relationships with Hungary, which had been tense throughout much of the communist period when Ceauşescu encouraged the settlement of ethnic Romanians in Transylvania and Hungarian cultural sites and villages were destroyed. In 1996, the two countries signed an agreement affirming their interstate relations, leaving, however, lingering questions over historical borders and
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ethnic minorities. By 2012, relations reached a new low when Romanian authorities challenged the use of the Szekler flag in the Hungarian-majority county of Covasna. In 2017, Hungarian authorities expressed their desire to improve bilateral relations with Romania.116 Ultimately, the future of this relationship, as well as other major challenges in foreign affairs, will be influenced by forthcoming developments in the EU and, of course, by the still uncertain relationship between the United States and Russia, and the United States and NATO. Like in the nineteenth century, Romania is caught between the competing interests of its neighbors and those of the world powers.
Belonging to a Latin country surrounded by Slavic enclaves and historically situated at the crossroads between the three competing empires—the Ottoman, Russian, and Hapsburg (later Austro-Hungarian) Empire—Romanians have always defined themselves as both victims of history and as a unique people. This sense of exceptionalism was amplified by its communist experience, especially during the last decade of Ceauşescu’s regime, and after 1989 by its need to navigate between the sometimes-divergent foreign policies of Brussels and Washington. However, if we consider the territorial gains in 1918 and the immediate benefits following EU accession (in terms of both economic growth and labor mobility), Romanians should consider themselves fortunate winners rather than losers. Thanks to the EU and NATO, Romania has avoided the ethnic wars that ravaged Yugoslavia and may now threaten to break up Ukraine.
The recent reelection of Donald Trump to the presidency of the United States brings uncertainty regarding the future of NATO and Ukraine’s fate. Given his previous administration’s military support, it seems unlikely that his election will alter Romania’s geopolitical status.117 Trump’s populist and antiglobalist messaging could nevertheless boost the influence of extreme nationalists, ultraconservative, anti-EU, and anti-Western political actors. As the most recent electoral developments in Romania indicate, such actors are already making significant inroads.
It is true that post-EU accession has not led to a cleansing of the political class and its corrupt patrimonial state, but these problems are not unique to Romania. The end of the Washington neoliberal consensus, which led to increased economic and social inequalities, the global economic crisis of 2008, the ongoing war in Ukraine, and the recent reconfiguration of international relations have found fertile ground for right-wing populism, xenophobia, and anti-EU ideologies, political parties, and other actors. In this context, Romania faces common challenges with its neighbors and other European countries. The future of the country will be decided by the outcome of the war next door. A potential defeat of Ukraine, coupled with an increasingly isolationist United States, could easily stall the democratic achievements of the last three and a half decades and bring Romania into the Russian sphere of influence.
Ultimately, it will be up to society to confront the persistent corruption and unaccountable political establishment, while its leaders must pursue smart and coherent diplomacy in an increasingly complex and volatile world. With the country’s recent social movements led by educated and liberal youth and a civic-oriented diaspora, we can look at the half-full glass and hope for the best.
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Study Questions
1. How does the Romanian exit from communism differ from other former communist countries?
2. What preceded the communist dictatorship? How did Romania’s shifting territorial borders shape its political development?
3. What are some of the unique elements of the Romanian postcommunist transition?
4. Has Romania been successful resisting the democratic backsliding that affected other postcommunist countries? Why or why not?
5. What are Romania’s most significant challenges and its future prospects in the region?
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