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Letter from the Editor and President

The second publication of this journal marks the continuation of a
tradition of celebrating excellent undergraduate scholarship at Michigan State
University. Highlighting seven unique new works, the essays in this journal
act as the bridge between past and present that brings history alive. This
second volume contains a diverse selection of topics from the East German
secret police and Lucumi religious formation in Cuba to Jews in Vichy
France and reflections of the Romanian revolution in the American Press.

However, the realization of such an accomplishment could not have
been achieved without the following people. First of all we would like to
thank MSU History Department Chairman Dr. Mark Kornbluh for funding
this publication and for his enduring support of a small group fondly known
as the “HAMSters”. The department of history has also been extremely
helpful in supporting this journal, especially Dr. Emily Tabuteau. We also
send a great thank you to the individual professors who acted as blind
reviewers for our essays — your comments and dedication helped immensely
to improve the scholarship of our journal. We couldn’t have done it without
you.

Next, and most importantly on this list, we would like to thank the
people that brought this journal off the ground — the staff. A more dedicated
and fun-loving group of people thank our staff cannot be found. All are
members of the History Association of Michigan State (HAMS) and all are
proud of this journal. Our group of Readers sorted and worked with countless
essays while our Board of Editors were there through thick and thin to make
this journal the best it could be.

Beyond the history department we extend our thanks and
congratulations to the essayists published in this year’s issue. And, lastly for
her spirit and her never-ending belief in us we thank Dr. Christine Daniels.
We hope you enjoy this year’s journal.

Thank You,

FhysssinniA. By [{waf Plere—
Lauren Burniac Dimity Palazzola
Editor-in-Chief HAMS President
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A Culture of Power:
Representations of the Rumanian Romanian Revolution
in the American Press

ERIN K. BIEBUYCK

INTRODUCTION
A culture of power is a culture of representation. The intellectual,
ethical, religious discourses of power may well tend towards high
art (great representations), and their more economic, pragmatic
ones towards industrialized art (mass representations), but both
rely on their ability to produce representations of the world, and
more importantly if less explicitly, of themselves in the world...'

In late December of 1989, after the fall of the Berlin Wall in the GDR,
the rise of Solidarity in Poland, and the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia,
the world turned its eyes to Romania. On December 19, an anti-government
uprising began in the city of Timigoara near Romania’s border with Hungary,
and in a matter of days the entire country was in revolt against its communist
dictator, Nicolae Ceausescu. By Christmas Eve, revolutionaries had captured
Ceausescu and his wife Elena, and after a brief secret trial, they were
executed by firing squad on Christmas Day. In spite of the reforms and
revolutions that had occurred in the other communist nations of Europe, the
overthrow of the Ceaugescu regime in Romania came as a shock to many.
Ceaugescu himself had promised in a recent speech that “Romania would
embark on change ‘when pears hang on poplar trees.”” The suddenness of
Ceausescu’s downfall caught the attention of the American media, and for
several days in December, stories about the Romanian revolution filled the
front pages of newspapers across the United States. However, this coverage
became more than an opportunity to inform the American public about the
events in Romania. It became a forum in which the United States could
showcase its power as a democratic, capitalist, “First World” state.

The coverage of the Romanian revolution in The New York Times, The
Washington Post, The Detroit Free Press, and The Boston Globe, in addition
to many Associated Press articles, which appeared in many major American
newspapers, provides an interesting look at the relationship between the

" John Fiske, Power Plays, Power Works (New York, NY: Verso Books, 1993) 277.
* John M, Goshko, “Romanians Continue Crackdown; Hundreds Said Killed In 'Massacre' Of Demonstrators,” The
Washington Post, Dec. 20, 1989,
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United States and Romania at the time of Ceaugescu’s ouster. In his book
Power Plays, Power Works, John Fiske discusses international relationships
as they appear in mass media. Fiske’s work on cross-cultural communication
and representation is helpful in understanding the implications of the U.S.
newspaper coverage of the Romanian revolution. Fiske explains that when
cross-cultural communication “is initiated and directed by the more powerful
of... two cultures...[it] always runs the risk of reducing the weaker to a
canvas upon which the stronger represents itself and its power.™ This is
what occurred in the reporting on the Romanian revolution. Because there
was little or no reliable information coming out of Romania during the
revolution, American reporters filled the void with their own conceptions of
Romania, and as a result they reproduced the power relationship between the
United States and Romania in our country’s print media. In the newspaper
coverage of the Romanian revolution, the United States directed the cross-
cultural communication, and it defined Romania as inferior to itself and
“exoticized” it.

CROSS-CULTURAL REPRESENTATIONS

In order to avoid reducing the weaker of two cultures to “a canvas” for
the stronger, cross-cultural communication must be equally directed by both
cultures involved. The weaker culture must “always exert a satisfactory (to
it) degree of control over the communicative relationship.™ This means that
in the case of the Romanian revolution, Romania needed the opportunity to
represent itself rather than being represented by the United States. In order
for this to happen, Romania must “[have been] able to say what it want[ed] to
with reasonable confidence that it [would be] listened to™ by the United
States. What, though, is the difference between one culture representing (or
exoticizing) another and one culture listening to another?  According to
Fiske, the difference lies in the results of the process. One culture listening to
another “can produce genuine diversity in the imagination of the listeners,”
whereas representing another culture “serves only to reinscribe existing
power relations.”  Although this process sounds insidious, it is not
necessarily an intentional act on the part of the more powerful culture. The
reporters who covered the Romanian revolution found themselves in a
difficult position; they had to cover a pivotal event relying on very few
reliable sources (or in many cases no reliable sources at all). Romania and
Romanians were not available to represent themselves, and therefore the

? John Fiske, Power Plays, Power Works, 277.
* Ibid.
* Ibid.
® Ibid.
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reporters fell back upon what they knew, which was the power and the
hegemony of the United States.
One representational strategy that appears in the coverage of the

Romanian revolution is “Othering.” According to Fiske:

The “other” is always a product of representation and, as such,

whatever form it may be given, always applies the discursive and

material power of the representing social order upon that part of

the world it has made into the other.”

Creating an “Other” through representation uses an existing power
difference to create an even greater disparity in power. The Other, by
definition, is inferior to the self. Therefore, by representing another culture
as the Other, the dominant culture defines itself as superior. The distinction
between the “First World” and the “Third World” is a fine example of
“Othering.” The terms themselves infer the superiority of the First over the
Third. The other, or the Third World, is defined in opposition to the
superiority of the First World. In addition, the Third World is “the terrain
where the power of the ‘First’ is quite properly exercised.” The assumption
that the First World is politically, economically, and culturally superior to the
Third World justifies the interference of the First World in the affairs of the
Third. In a way similar to Kipling’s idea of the “White Man’s burden,” the
power and superiority of the First World entails a responsibility to civilize
and develop the backward, barbaric Third World.” A recurring theme in the
coverage of the Romanian revolution in American newspapers is the role of
the United States and the role of individual Americans in the aftermath of the
revolution. In this way, the coverage defines Romania as the proper sphere
for American power.

Whose Revolution?

The first coverage of the Romanian revolution in The Washington Post
appeared on December 20, 1989. The article, entitled “Romanians Continue
Crackdown; Hundreds Said Killed In ‘Massacre’ Of Demonstrators”,
described the shooting of protesters in Timigoara. The author admits that The
Washington Post was “able to piece together only unofficial estimates of
casualties and fragmentary accounts of the fighting.” In the absence of
reliable information coming from Romania, the reporter turned to American
politicians to comment on the situation. A representative of the U.S. State
Department condemned the use of force against the demonstrators, and stated
that:

7 Ibid., 278.

* Ibid,

* Rudyard Kipling, *The White Man's Burden,” Mc( lure’s Magazine, (February 1899).
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