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Abstract

This thesis focuses on the December 1989 Revolution that ended the
dictatorship of Nicolae Ceausescu in Romania. The research question
explores the specificity and the consequences of the live coverage of the
Revolution. In order to test, whether the television informed and
mobilised people and, at the same time, legitimate the uprising, an
empirical examination of the broadcast is conducted. The method chosen
to study the speeches of the revolutionists is discourse analysis. The
major findings are that the broadcast contributed to the victory of
democratic forces by informing about the current situation, by
legitimating the revolution and by mobilizing the population.

Key words: revolution, live broadcast, discourses, dictatorship, Ni-
colae Ceausescu, information, legitimation, mobilization
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Introduction

The emancipation of the ,,satellite” states from Eastern and Central
Europe from the authority of USSR has often been described as a series
of revolutions. However, with the exception of Romania no real fighting
occurred, only round-table discussions, mass demonstrations and clashes
with the police. By the end of 1989, Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia,
East Germany and Bulgaria witnessed the decisive transfer of power. In
this context, the Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceausescu obstructed any
development towards reform and proclaimed himself the last defender of
communism. Consequently, the uprising that started in the western city of
Timisoara and continued from the 21* of December in Bucharest was a
violent one. According to the official sources, during the street fights,
1104 people were killed and 3552 were wounded.

Sixteen years after the events, the debates about the origins of the
Revolution are still among the main issues on the Romanian political
agenda. Many questions regarding the identity of the pro-regime
terrorists, the role of the Soviet Union or the names of those who ordered
fire remained without answer. The lack of precise information created
conspiracy scenarios and alternative explanations. In his article, ,,The
Revolution after the Revolution”, Peter Siani-Davies explains that: ,,Many
Romanians still feel that the full story has not been told and the
accusations and counter-accusations that continue to flow have only
deepened the sense that something must be hidden.”

! Siani-Davies, Peter, ,,The Revolution after the Revolution” in ,, Post-Communist
Romania. Coming to Terms with Transition”, edited by Duncan Light, Palgrave
Publishers, 2001, page 15
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INTRODUCTION

Rather than focusing on the dilemmas surrounding the origins of the
uprising or the implication of the foreign actors, my thesis will examine
the role played in Revolution by the live broadcast of the National Te-
levision. No systematic analysis of the problem was conducted until now.
Therefore, my intention is to fill up this niche in the existing literature.

Immediately after Ceausescu’s departure from Bucharest, the Tele-
vision became the headquarters of the protests, transmitting without
interruption, for 72 hours, messages from the revolutionists. Many of the
speeches and much of the celebration had been carried live by the
broadcast of the newly entitled ,,Free Romanian Television”.

My research question explored the specificity and the consequences of
the live coverage of the Romanian Revolution. My working hypothesis
was that the Television contributed to the victory of the democratic forces
by informing the population about the actual state of facts, by mobilizing
civilians to participate in the rallies and by legitimating the anti-
Communist uprising.

Throughout the whole paper, 1 will refer to revolution as ,,a rapid,
fundamental transformation of the state and social structure, accompanied
by mass uprising from below.”? The term ,,information” will be used as
,»a message received and understood that reduces the recipient’s
uncertainty’. The terms ,,legitimation” and ,,delegitimation” imply the
,active processes by which legitimacy is created and maintained or eroded
and lost”.*,,Legitimacy is the foundation of such governmental power as
is exercised both with a consciousness on the government’s part that it
has a right to govern and with some recognition by the governed of that
right.”® ,,Mobilisation” will designate the ,,process of activating resources
including personnel, equipment and supplies. The process would include

2 Definition according to ,, The International Encyclopaedia of the Social and
Behavioural Sciences”, Elsevier, 2001

* The definition of ,, information” is according to Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary,
Oxford University Press, 1995

4 Definition according to the ,,International Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences”,
Collier-Macmillan Publishers, volume 9, London, 1991

’ Definition according to ,, International Encyclopaedia of the Social and Behavioural
Sciences”, volume 13, Elsevier, 2001
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THE MEDIA COVERAGE OF THE ROMANIAN REVOLUTION

notification, reporting, and setup to attain readiness to initiate response
and recovery actions.” In his ,,Mobilisation Model””’, Charles Tilly places
this process in the middle of the three variable causal chain: organization,
mobilisation, collective action. Therefore, mobilisation is considered the
principal cause for collective action.

In order to test, whether the television indeed informed and mobilized
people and, at the same time, legitimate the uprising, an empirical
examination of the broadcast was conducted. The method chosen to study
the revolutionary’s speeches was discourse analysis. The definitions of
the key terms used in this field of research and the scheme of analysis
applied in the paper will be included in the third chapter. In addition,
since this research was designed as a discourse examination, the whole
structure of the thesis follows the stages of media discourse analysis
presented by Norman Fairclough.®

The sources under scrutiny were the transcripts of the videotapes
recorded on the 22™ of December 1989. The ,,Multimedia Archive” of the
Romanian Television declined my request to access the original tapes,
motivating that their space is under reconstruction and the material cannot
be found. Given these facts, | used as primary source a documentary
book,’” from the library of the Television, containing the transcripts, the
personalized informations about those defending the institution and some
ulterior testimonies regarding the events. A second important material
was an autobiographical book of Teodor Brates!?, the reporter considered
the spokesman of the Revolution.

The thesis starts with a literature review, presenting firstly the main
theories regarding the role of media in situations of crises. Narrowing

¢ Definition of mobilisation available at http://www1.va.gov/emshg/apps/emp/emp/
definitions.htm

" Tilly, Charles, ,, From Mobilisation to revolution”, Addison-Wesley, 1978, chapter 3
8 Fairclough, Norman, ,, Media discourse”, London , E. Arnold, 1995

° ,Revolutia Romdnd in direct”, English Translation of the title: ,, The Romanian
Revolution live”, coordinated by Mihai Tatulici, Bucuresti 1990

10 Brates, Teodor, ,, Explozia unei clipe. 22 decembrie 1989. O zi in studioul 4", English
translation of the title ,, The Explosion of a Moment. The 22" of December 1989. One
day in the Studio 4, Bucuresti, Scripta, 1992
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INTRODUCTION

down the topic, the next stage presents and contrasts the two main
perspectives about the contribution of media in revolutions. This thesis
can be deemed as an argument for the first standpoint, treating media’s
role as central in revolutions. The second chapter proposes a comparison
between the consequences of media implication in three other events of
the year 1989: The Tiananmen Square Massacre, The Fall of the Berlin
Wall and The Velvet Revolution. In chapter three, the focus is on the
methodology of discourse analysis: definitions of jargon terms and units
of analysis. This sets the stage for the empirical study of the speeches,
which is explicated in the next three chapters. Following the logic of
discourse analysis, chapter four is concentrating on the communicative
event, presenting the context of the research, the genes and the stories.

Chapter five examines the argumentative process and discloses the
link between the media coverage and the process of legitimation. Chapter
six explores the order of the new political discourse, through an analysis
of'the new identities and new political announcements. In the conclusions,
I will summarize the findings and restate the hypothesis accordingly.

As a final point, I want to indicate my perspective about the limitations
of the project. Firstly, my major choice was to focus on a single facet of
the Romanian Revolution: the live broadcast. Secondly, the access to the
recorded images would have facilitated a more complete study, indicating,
for example, how the messages are validated or no by the actual images.
Lastly, the discourse analysis will not treat language aspects like nomi-
nalization, main and subordinate clauses or wording. An initial attempt to
do so produced insignificant findings. The declinations of the nouns, the
conjugations of the verbs, the word order in a phrase and the different
types of subordinated clauses, differ considerably from Romanian to
English, and therefore results based on this type of analysis will not be
accurate.
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Chapter 1
Media and Revolutionary Crises

The first subchapter of the literature review will examine the theories
regarding the involvement of mass media in political crises. Narrowing
down the research, the second subchapter will investigate how the existing
literature interprets the role played by the media during a particular type
of crisis: the revolution.

1.1 On Media and Crisis

A crisis can be defined as a disruption, real or perceived of social
order. In the dictionary sense, the term is also used to refer to a decisive
or critical turning point in the course of events, as well as a ,,state of
affairs in which a decisive change for better or worse is imminent.”"! It is
especially applied ,,to times of difficulty, insecurity and suspense in
politics or commerce.” If a situation is of crisis is a moment of importance
for the society concerned it is also worthy of media attention. The nature
itself of that attention becomes an element of the crisis, as the significance
of an event is not separable from the discourse that traverses it. The role
of media can vary depending on the nature of the particular crisis and on
the circumstances of the particular society concerned.

! Definition according to ,, Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary”, Oxford University
Press, 1995
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MEDIA AND REVOLUTIONARY CRISES

1.1.1 Theories Regarding Mass Media as Extensions of the State
During Crises

According to these theories, the theoretical models of freedom of
communication must include details about the state intervention in the
process of defining opinions. John Keane!> proposes a revised
understanding of the relationship between democracy and information.
His theory focuses on the security measurements that the state must
impose during crises and on the relative freedom of the media during
these situations. The important political conflicts tend to mobilise
measurements of state security, and the classical strategy to legitimate the
interdictions and limitations is to invoke a situation of crises. In this
context, the media become an extension of the state, the legitimate
representative of the popular will. Moreover, a latent crisis becomes
manifest by rendering collective the feeling of crisis among citizens
through the media.

Another similar approach, that of Douglas Kellner!?, presents the role
of media as extensions of a state and therefore as a danger for
democracies. He argues that excessive media power represents a threat
for democracy. The case study of the Persian Gulf War shows that the
media coverage was biased, since the media promoted without criticism
the policies of the government. Rather than debating informing the public,
the televisions promoted the agenda of the Bush administration and tried
to secure the consent to war policies. The conclusion of the article is that
there is a need for an alternative media that will promote genuine
democracy and will provide essential information.

12 Keane, George, ,,The Crisis of the sovereign State” in Raboy, Marc and Dagenais,
Bernard, ,, Media, Crisis, and Democracy: Mass Communication and the Disruption
of Social Order”, London, Sage Publications, 1995, pages 16-34

13 Kellner, Douglas, ,,Television, the Crisis of Democracy and the Persian Gulf War” in
Raboy, Marc and Dagenais, Bernard, , Media, Crisis, and Democracy: Mass
Communication and the Disruption of Social Order”, London, Sage Publications,
1995, pages 44-62
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THE MEDIA COVERAGE OF THE ROMANIAN REVOLUTION

1.1.2 Theories about Mass Media as the Main Instrument of
Social Order Preservation

This theoretical perspective focuses on powerful media (with national
coverage) that are considered, by the political leaders, as instruments to
promote their interests and ideas. The control of such institutions appears
as an indispensable element to secure the preservation of their status and
the promotion of their governmental agenda.

This type of theories is confirmed and sustained by the experiences of
the eastern-European communist countries during the period 1945-1989.
Karol Jakubowicz!* analyses the case of the communist Poland and
observes that the principal media were in that period ,,alienated” and
devoid of any democratic function. All situations of crises were cha-
racterised by a forced consensus of the media with the official policy. The
media sustained the non-existence of a crises (even if that existed) or, on
the contrary, the amplification of a crises (otherwise, without an important
significance) if the official political interests asked for such measure-
ments. The entire media content was strongly propagandistic and designed
to serve the political system and ideological education of the masses.
However, this kind of relationship has not ceased with the fall of the
communist regimes. The new ,,democratic” governments had as important
objectives the taking over of the main national media: the radio and the
television. They agreed to preserve as long as possible the status of a
government agency for these institutions and to use it as an instrument for
promoting the new policies.

In Romania, the taking over of the public television was the first form
of legitimisation of the new power. The Free Romanian Television became
the headquarter of the revolution in December 1989, the centre for tran-
smission of the new political messages and an instrument in the hands of
new leaders to maintain social order.

The point of view of Jakubowicz reveals however a curious parallelism
between the communist totalitarianism and Kelner’s ,,crisis-of-

4 Jakubowicz, Karol, ,Media and the Terminal Crisis of Communism in Poland” in
Raboy, Marc and Dagenais, Bernard, , Media, Crisis, and Democracy: Mass
Communication and the Disruption of Social Order”, London , Sage Publications,
1995, pages 79-94
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MEDIA AND REVOLUTIONARY CRISES

democracy” from the USA. In both systems, information is used as a
form of political power and the authorities have mastered the rules on
media. In both systems, situations of crisis provide the basis for
manipulation. The extent to which this phenomenon occurs is one of the
key distinctions between the two systems, but the similarities are still
relevant for the study of the relationship: media- political crises.

1.1.3 Theories about Crises as ,,Media” Constructs

According to these theories, the crises do not exist in the real world,
but are created only through discourse. It becomes real only after it was
described in words. A certain situation becomes a crisis after it was
labelled in this way, and this tag is assign by the media.

Peter Bruck!® makes a convincing argument for crisis as a strictly
media-constructed phenomenon. ,,Crises are not real events, but are
evaluations of the significance of what is happening. Crises are special
knowledge based on perceptions of disruptions of existing states of affairs
which construct the changes as sudden, unforeseen and difficult to cope
with.”' He illustrates the role of sensationalist news in the ,,spectacula-
rization” of social life and the resulting loss of power of individual
members of society, who are led to consume the various aspects of their
social reality rather than act to change it.

,»Sensationalism” is a form of telling a story, which uses charac-
terisations that are strongly evaluative and descriptions that are very
detailed. The same effect is based on the selection of subjects like violent
crime and disaster through photos selected to shock. At the same time, the
coverage is designed to be personalised. The focus is on ordinary people
and much space is destined to quotes by simple individuals about
subjective emotional experiences.

15 Bruck, Peter, ,,Crisis as Spectacle: Tabloid News and The politics of Outrage”, in
Raboy, Marc and Dagenais, Bernard, , Media, Crisis, and Democracy: Mass
Communication and the Disruption of Social Order”, London, Sage Publications,
1995, pages 108-120

1 ibid., page 108
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