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1. Introduction: Locating Public Sphere 

In March 2004, Reporters Without Borders—―alarmed by the growing num-

ber of assaults on investigative journalists in the provinces and by the hard-

ships faced by those who attempt to independently cover the country‘s most 

sensitive issues‖—sent a delegation to Romania to take stock of press free-

dom in the country (RWB 2004:1).1 The visit took place nearly fifteen years 

after the fall of the communist regime. At this point in time, it appeared to 

many non-governmental organizations (NGOs), journalists, officials of the 

European Union (EU), scholars, and other commentators in Romania and 

abroad that the ruling party Partidul Social Democrat (PSD)—in governmen-

tal position throughout much of the post-1989 era—was seeking to increase 

its control over the means of mass communication. During one week, the 

delegates met and interviewed Romanian journalists, editors, media execu-

tives, NGO activists, and representatives of trade unions as well as local and 

national official authorities. Four weeks later, and six months before general 

elections in Romania, the organization issued a 17-page report, depicting the 

situation in grim terms. 

In the report, journalists in state-owned media complained about external 

pressures that influenced editorial policy and induced self-censorship. Finan-

cial support through advertisements in the private press was described as 

often coming with unofficial restrictions as to covering and publicizing sen-

sitive issues connected in one way or the other to the buyer of the advertise-

ment space, and state-owned institutions were said to be among the largest 

clients. The report contained details of how large tax debts to the state were 

putting the independence of private television stations at risk. Problems also 

occurred in the distribution sector, the report stated, where editions of local 

newspapers occasionally and for unclear reasons never reached their au-

diences. The major part of the report centered on obstacles hindering a free 

flow of information, and on the whole strengthened the impression of unfree 

                                                      
1 Quoted from the report ―Caught between Old Habits and Democratic Strides: Romanian 
Press at a Crossroads,‖ Reporters Without Borders (RWB), April 29, 2004. 
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mass media: ―Romania may boast over 100 newspapers, and as many pri-

vately owned television stations, but political officials control—directly or 

indirectly—all but a very few of the country‘s media‖ (ibid.: 2). 

Reporters Without Borders focused on the allegedly corrupt or politicized 

relationship between the state, on the one hand, and media owners, execu-

tives and editors at private or state-run institutions, on the other, and it fo-

cused especially on the relationship between this high-level struggle over the 

means of public information and communication and, down in the hierarchy, 

the individual journalist. In terms of personal safety, the journalist appeared 

in the report as the point where things got precarious: in a situation where 

media executives and owners risked losing (merely) their means to stay in 

business if they did not comply with the interests of national or local authori-

ties, or some private ones, the individual journalist was depicted as the prime 

locus of actual physical abuse. 

Journalism—a ―global profession‖ 

This report by the globally active Reporters Without Borders was published 

a few years after I had left Bucharest, ending a period of fieldwork among 

Romanian journalists and NGO activists (2000-2002). It falls in line with my 

research as one source of information among many about a field I have been 

studying for some time, and, significantly, as an object of study in itself—a 

discursive act or event that articulates particular knowledges about journal-

ism in today‘s Romania. Also, and more broadly, the report produced and 

reproduced an idea of journalism as a profession grounded on universally 

valid principles and norms with the aim of helping citizens make informed 

decisions and building public opinion. These dimensions of journalism and 

their respective intertwinements with each other are what I am concerned 

with in this thesis, and I shall linger on the report in this introductory chapter 

and in Chapter 2. As an account of the situation in Romania in 2004, it 

serves to illustrate how journalism is thought of and talked about through the 

perspective of one actor involved in what I shall call a global media devel-

opment discourse, which is the main object of this study. 

In this thesis, I explore how journalism in contemporary Romania has de-

veloped since 1989, and I do that with a particular interest for a set of trans-

national connections that this involves. A general assumption is that several 

forces and influences (actors, reforms, development programs, market 

forces, internationalization and European Union accession processes, etc.) 
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have been and are continuously in operation to form the journalism and mass 

media field in Romania since the communist regime dissolved. A substantial 

part of this thesis consists of ethnographic accounts of everyday professional 

lives of journalists working in Romania, and I shall draw some conclusions 

about how a journalist identity in Romania may be conceptualized today.  

Yet my ambition is to move beyond the particular geographical locale of 

Romania and investigate journalism as a professional endeavor based on 

universal principles. The Reporters Without Borders report belongs to a sig-

nificant discourse that I will be especially preoccupied with in this respect. 

Besides this organization‘s focus on Romania, the report can be seen in a 

wider context as part of an ongoing worldwide spread of human rights and 

processes of democratization and liberalization of laws connected to the 

mass media, intensified in the last fifteen to twenty years after the disman-

tling of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War.  

Journalists in Romania are certainly not the only ones to whom Reporters 

Without Borders draws attention, as a brief look at the organization‘s web-

page reveals.2 Neither is the organization the only one that shows this kind of 

concern. The interest in what goes on in Romania is but one part of a ―global 

project‖ (Tsing 2000) in which Reporters Without Borders and many other 

similar NGOs and international organizations are involved, seeking to moni-

tor journalists‘ situations in countries around the world, while at the same 

time aiming at having the whole world aligned with international or univer-

sal standards of the journalistic profession.3 The processing and spread 

across the world of a norm for journalistic practice, and the idea that journal-

ists need special protection, are central parts of this activity. By studying 

ethnographically how this kind of international media development and 

monitoring organizations are operating in Romania, my aim in this thesis is 

thus to explore journalism, in the sense put forth by these organizations, as a 

―global profession.‖ 

The topic of the thesis ties in with the universal discourse side of recent 

anthropological research on journalism. That is to say, in parallel to a con-

viction that journalism is locally determined by certain traditions and partic-

                                                      
2 Several links to press releases and reports on journalists‘ situations in countries across the 
world appear on the organization‘s main page (www.rsf.org), creating an image of the whole 
world as Reporters Without Borders‘ working field. 
3 Reflecting on research on ―globalization,‖ Tsing suggests that ―[i]nstead of looking for 
world-wrapping evolutionary stages, logics, and epistemes, [we should] begin by finding what 
I call ‗projects,‘ that is, relatively coherent bundles of ideas and practices as realized in partic-
ular times and places‖ (Tsing 2000: 347). Cf. Appadurai (1996); Hannerz (1996). 
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ular standards of discourse and sociality, anthropologists also speak in vari-

ous terms of journalism as a ―cultural production in a universally well-

known form‖ (Ståhlberg 2002: 2), or as ―a globalized discursive regime 

whose ethical and political imperatives seem to transcend . . . cultural and 

historical particularities‖ (Hasty 2006: 69). Hasty qualifies the universal 

dimension in a way that captures the global media development discourse 

that I focus on, suggesting that 
 
a global apparatus of professional organizations, news wires, conferences, 
and literature links journalists all over the world in their distinctive vocation, 
serving not only to universalize journalism as a certain type of national dis-
course with homologous political and professional functionality in diverse 
national contexts, but also to provide ideological support for their profession-
al human rights (free speech, freedom from harassment and intimidation, 
access to information) across those national boundaries (ibid.: 70). 

 

In other words, journalism in Romania as one instance of a universalized 

profession. By using ―discourse,‖ I want to put emphasis on worldwide 

processes of normalization embodied in this ―apparatus.‖4 

The safety of Romanian journalists—a global concern 

The dissolution of the Romanian communist regime in December 1989 

marked the beginning of wide-ranging reform, and particular weight was put 

on independent media—modeled on Western traditions and international 

standards—as a prerequisite for democracy to prosper. Many West European 

and North American development initiatives have been directed at the Ro-

manian media and journalism sectors since the beginning of the 1990s, with 

foreign media specialists, practitioners, and activists often working in close 

relation with domestic non-governmental partners, or within programs ma-

                                                      
4 My usage of discourse and my understanding of norm both build on discourse theory as part 
of a more general poststructuralist theoretical approach to societal phenomena. I draw on e.g. 
Laclau (1990), Laclau and Mouffe (1985), Mouffe (1992), Fairclough (1989, 1992), and 
Foucault (e.g. 1979, 1993), and I have especially made use of the comprehensive work by 
Winther Jörgensen and Phillips (2000) which deals with these authors and others in an at-
tempt to develop an accessible discourse theoretical approach. Briefly, within this body of 
theories, norms are seen as in need of problematic or deviating instances (real or con-
structed/imagined) to become meaningful; the relationship between norm and deviation is a 
hierchical one; and the norm is seen as having an inner instability which forces it continuously 
to search for meaning. The implications this has for dealing analytically with journalism in 
Romania, its intertwinement with NGO activism occuring in Romania and on a transnational 
scale, and with recent theories of the public sphere, is partly what I am preoccupied with in 
this thesis. I develop the theoretical framework and its transnational dimension in more detail 
below and in Chapter 2. 
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naged directly or indirectly by the Romanian state. While the reformation of 

the media sector has been substantial, commentators such as Reporters 

Without Borders still feel that the democratization process is lagging behind, 

and that corrupt ties between media, business, and politics remain obstacles 

to a free flow of information. In contemporary Romania, according to this 

view, it is thus difficult to maintain such journalistic values as ―objectivity,‖ 

―impartiality,‖ and ―fairness‖ that forms the core of what can be labeled a 

universal model of journalism.5 Also, as the report by Reporters Without 

Borders exemplifies, domestic and international NGOs have recently called 

attention to the need to protect Romanian journalists from physical harass-

ment, which reveals real and assumed risks involved in the practices of jour-

nalism in Romania today. 

Development discourse in connection to mass media and journalism in 

Romania often takes on an evolutionist character, picturing a one-way road 

from communist to liberal democratic and market economy-based media, 

modeled on Western traditions and with Western expertise as basically an 

unquestioned supplier of knowledge on how to move in the right direction. 

Throughout the 1990s, the notion of ―transition‖ has been deployed for the 

media sector, and for society at large—by development bodies, EU officials, 

academics, etc.—as a concept implying that changes are to be made accord-

ing to a prejudged schedule, rather than ―transformation‖ which allows for 

changes to something that might differ from the situation in the West, which 

constitutes the ideal in the discourse of ―transitionology‖ (Verdery 1996).6 

At the same time, journalism in the West has for the last couple of dec-

ades or so experienced a crisis of confidence (see, e.g., Allan 2005; Blumler 

and Gurevitch 1995; McNair 2000; Wahl-Jorgensen and Hanitzsch 2009; 

Zelizer and Allan 2002). There are a multitude of reasons for this crisis (see 

below), generating into a complex research issue that many scholars and the 

media industry itself are confronting, seeking explanations and trying to find 

appropriate ways ahead. 

                                                      
5 The concepts of ―impartiality‖ and ―fairness‖ can be sorted under ―objectivity,‖ which refers 
to the prevailing idea that the activity of newsgathering and reporting centers on eyewitness 
accounts of events, attending to facts from a variety of sources, and a balance of viewpoints. 
Schudson argues that ―the belief in objectivity is a faith in ‗facts,‘ a distrust in ‗values,‘ and a 
commitment to their segregation‖ (Schudson 1978: 6). More on this in Chapter 2. 
6 In this respect, the topics of the thesis ties in with the anthropology of postsocialism. See, 
e.g., Berdahl et. al. (2000), Burawoy and Verdery (1999), Hann (2002), Humphrey and 
Mandel (2002), Kideckel (1998), Sampson (1996), Verdery (1991,1996). 
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Given these two scenarios, I favor a critical approach toward the emer-

gency-like character of reports as exemplified by Reporters Without Bor-

ders, and the near taken-for-granted notion of journalism it builds upon. The 

overall argument of the thesis is that a focus on the personal safety of indi-

vidual journalists in Romania can be understood not only as action taken 

against real circumstances, but also as part of an ongoing attempt to rein-

force globally the authority of journalism as a professional endeavor, center-

ing on objective reporting, at a time when new media technologies are offer-

ing other possibilities for people across the world to stay informed, and 

where this new informational landscape reveals increasingly complex ways 

of how public opinion is formed and how information flows between differ-

ent parts of society. The close intertwinement of domestic debate and global 

media development activism in Romania illustrates that this is a process that 

occurs on a transnational scale. 

2004—a critical year 

The message by Reporters Without Borders was a call for worldwide atten-

tion to the fact that some journalists in Romania had been harassed, and that 

physical abuse of journalists seemed to be on the rise.7 Besides a description 

of the current state of journalism in Romania, the report had a political mis-

sion: to urge the government and state officials in Romania to take action 

toward fostering a better professional climate for journalistic work along the 

principles of a liberal democracy. It was produced at a time when Romania 

was ruled by the PSD, the social democratic political party seen by many as 

the heir to the former communist party that had been dissolved in December 

1989 (e.g. Gallagher 2005), and when polls indicated that the party stood the 

chance of winning yet another mandate of political power in the general 

elections coming up in November 2004.8 

                                                      
7 As stated, Reporters Without Borders was merely one among several organizations foreign 
to Romania that produced this kind of call around the year 2004. In nearly identical formula-
tions, to take one example, the European Parliament made the following statement in Decem-
ber 2004: ‖as far as freedom of expression is concerned, the legal position for journalists has 
improved, but [the EP] is alarmed at the growing number or serious physical assualts on 
investigative journalists and calls for efforts to be made to shed light on these cases‖ (quoted 
in Nicholson 2006: 68).  
8 Partidul Social Democrat, PSD, stems from Frontul Salvării Naţionale, FSN (National Sal-
vation Front) which was formed and came to govern Romania right after the changes in 1989. 
The Front split in two in 1992 due to disagreements between the leading figures, Ion Iliescu 
and Petre Roman. Iliescu‘s party won the elections in 1992 and ruled until 1996, as Partidul 



 21 

The political context at this point in time was also marked by membership 

in the EU approaching within a few years, as long as Romania fulfilled cer-

tain criteria. The European Parliament‘s special rapporteur on Romania, 

Emma Nicholson, had visited Romania and had pointed out that among a 

few problematic areas, the independence of the Romanian mass media and 

the working conditions for journalists was in her view not satisfactory (see 

Nicholson 2006). 

Ever since the communist regime fell in 1989, a dominant general trajec-

tory for the perception of Romanian national identity—supported by both the 

political elite and the broader popular movement—has been that of ―return-

ing to Europe,‖ and EU membership was arguably a significant milestone 

along this path (see, e.g., Siani-Davies 2005). The safety of Romanian jour-

nalists could thus be said to symbolize an important point in the history of 

postsocialist Romania: if their safety could be secured, Romania would stand 

a better chance to achieve or strengthen its belonging to Europe.9 

A new national constitution had been adopted in 1991, and the legislative 

framework for journalistic work in Romania had been reformed. Yet ―old 

habits‖—an expression used by Reporters Without Borders—were seen as 

still part of the political culture as of 2004, particularly so within the ruling 

party PSD. In the organization‘s report, the ―old habits‖ phenomena is ex-

emplified by a tendency of the current government to overuse or misuse 

those media of mass communications that were in the hands of the state 

(foremost the national public service television and radio), reminiscent of 

state propaganda during the socialist era. 

As noted by Reporters Without Borders—albeit in a less salient manner 

compared to the issues of state interference and harassments of journalists—

the right to freedom of expression often comes into conflict with other newly 

legislated rights in the postsocialist context, especially the right to freedom 

                                                                                                                             
Democraţiei Sociale din România (PDSR). It came back in power in 2000, reorganized and 
merged with a coalition party in 2001 to become the current Partidul Social Democrat (PSD). 
9 Siani-Davies suggests that the postsocialist trajectory of ―a return to Europe‖ encompassed 
―a program of moderate change based on competence, rationality and moral renewal. Autarky 
and isolation were rejected in favor of an opening to the outside world and the hesitant em-
brace of the European political mainstream, including a commitment to human rights and 
ideals such as the separation of powers within the state and the free and open exercise of a 
universal franchise‖ (Siani-Davies 2005: 272). The word ―hesitant‖ is important here, since 
Siani-Davies points out that the trajectory was shaped not through a positive embracement of 
the ideals involved, but in terms of a negative reference to the former communist regime. 
This, Siani-Davies suggests, made the trajectory an imprecise and rather open one, allowing 
for different ideological strands to cohabit. For a slightly different view of ―Europe‖ in Ro-
manian post-1989 political discourse, see Verdery (1996: 104-129).  
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of establishing and running a mass media operation.10 Media owners, execu-

tives, and editors can put aside journalistic values such as objectivity and 

fairness in favor of a kind of publicity and spread of information that serves 

their business or political interests better, without necessarily breaking any 

law. People of other small and large businesses, furthermore, are often dis-

respectful of journalists investigating their affairs for the sake of public 

transparency. Business people have at their disposal financial means that the 

media industry so desperately needs, and they are often simultaneously in-

volved in politics, especially in local settings (where it is not rare to find 

people being involved in all three sectors at the same time).  

This creates a breeding ground for corrupt public spheres. In order to at-

tract money to keep a news operation going, media institutions often become 

part of a politics-business complex where journalistic values along Western 

or international standards are secondary priorities. This in turn forms a cer-

tain ―disciplinary apparatus‖ (Pedelty 1995) in many news environments, 

pushing journalists to treat particular subjects (companies and persons) with 

a certain care, which in turn leads to the occurrence of ―taboo subjects‖ and 

―fake articles‖ in everyday news production.11 To some extent, old habits are 

present also here, in the sense that the interest of the former communist party 

during the socialist era has been replaced by a plurality of interests con-

nected to certain business groups that likewise put limits to the way informa-

tion about events are made into news. In any case, in the postsocialist capi-

talist situation—as depicted by Reporters Without Borders—Romanian jour-

nalists who want to pursue their professional tasks along principles such as 

objectivity, impartiality and fairness, may find themselves having a hard 

time. 

Foreign influence, ideal model and the crisis of journalism 

There is a scarcity of detailed accounts of the working conditions of Roma-

nian journalists, and Reporters Without Borders thus provided me with an 

opportunity to update myself on the current situation, a few years after I had 

ended my fieldwork. I found the material presented intriguing, especially 

because it revealed that the Media Monitoring Agency—one of the Roma-

                                                      
10 In their respective accounts on Romanian mass media at about the same time as Reporters 
Without Borders launched its report, EU parliamentarian Emma Nicholson (Nicholson 2006) 
and media scholar David Berry (Berry 2004) saw this as an irony of the influx of Western 
liberal values into Romania after communism. 
11 Quotes from interviews with journalists. See Chapter 3. 
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nian NGOs whose work I had been following—had succeeded in connecting 

to yet another actor in the worldwide activist field of freedom of expression 

and the protection of journalists in which Reporters Without Borders is oper-

ating. The report had been produced in collaboration by a freelance journal-

ist and Reporters Without Borders and then screened by the Media Monitor-

ing Agency, a collaboration that subsequently turned into a more permanent 

partnership between all of them.12 If supplying information to me as a reader 

alongside many others is one function of the report—thus creating a transna-

tional readership, or public, of a certain kind—it also exemplifies how public 

opinion on a variety of issues nowadays is formed on an increasingly trans-

national level, and how globally active organizations are influencing or pres-

suring national governments to align with standards claimed to be universal-

ly valid (Ferguson and Gupta 2002; Fraser 2007; Keck and Sikkink 1998; 

Riles 2000; Tsing 2004). 

Moreover, the authors of the report link the safety of Romanian journal-

ists with a safe and steady process of democratization of the Romanian so-

ciety. Today, and at least since the 1950s, this is a common and well-

established way of conceiving the role of journalism in much NGO discourse 

and in academic media studies, concerning Romania and other places as well 

(see, e.g., McNair 2000; Miller 2009; Peterson 2003; Schudson 1995; 

Thompson 1995). It is a convincing stance, since journalism as a profession-

al activity is so intricately connected to many aspects of what a modern lib-

eral democratic society ideally looks like. In a world of expanding liberal 

democracy, a focus on the well-being of journalists can be said to facilitate a 

measurable way of evaluating the level of democracy and openness in a par-

ticular country. Domestic legislation, communicational infrastructure, inde-

pendent newspapers, and killed, harassed, sued or imprisoned journalists are 

examples of formal and quantifiable entities that, taken together, can tell 

whether the organization of a certain society is in line with liberal democrat-

ic values or not. Focusing on the safety of the individual journalist—his or 

her ability to carry out the job without legal or physical damage—and taking 

into account what that work consists of, sharpens the focus of ―seeing socie-

ty‖ in this way (cf. Scott 1998). 

                                                      
12 The freelance journalist Ştefan Cândea, to whom I shall have reasons to return, was Report-
ers Without Borders‘ ―local correspondent‖ in Romania and the Media Monitoring Agency 
later became the organization‘s ―collaborator.‖ The Media Monitoring Agency reorganized in 
2006 and three years later started using the new name Active Watch-Media Monitoring 
Agency. This particular NGO figures throughout the thesis, and I deal with it in more detail in 
Chapters 4 and 5. 
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This conceptualization of journalism is grounded on a political-economic, 

structural, and technical scenario which builds on an ideal understanding of 

journalism as delivering the sort of ―raw material‖ of objective and impartial 

information crucial for a democratic society and that allows citizens to stay 

informed and to build public opinion. Interpreted thus, the ideological and 

theoretical underpinnings of the report by Reporters Without Borders have 

much in common with theories of the public sphere in the classical sense 

developed by Jürgen Habermas. His seminal study of the emergence of the 

bourgeois public sphere in 18th century France and England was an attempt 

at a sociological-historical account of a real situation, and more so an at-

tempt to theorize a certain desired mode of public opinion formation in 

which journalists can play an important role (Habermas 1989[1962]. Cf. 

Dahlgren 1995; Calhoun 1992; Crossley and Roberts 2004; Fraser 1990; 

Peterson 2003; Wallace 2007). Although Habermas was critical of the way 

journalism evolved when capitalist market principles started reigning over 

mass media fields, he nevertheless saw journalism as ideally having the po-

tential of helping to secure a rational public discourse. 

Yet in the current global situation, the image and authority of journalists 

as suppliers of objective and impartial information is less self-evident in 

comparison with a few decades ago, as many scholars have pointed out in a 

variety of ways. Information and communication have become more com-

plex, and what it takes to be an ―informed citizen‖ is somewhat less clear 

today (see, e.g., Boyer and Hannerz 2006; McNair 2000; Peterson 2003; and 

cf. Schudson 1995). A major reason for this is the tremendous development 

of media technologies since the 1980s—especially the introduction of the 

Internet during the 1990s—which has made it possible for citizens to obtain 

information and to communicate with each other in new ways, and for non-

journalists to appear in public spheres more directly than before. New media 

technologies have enabled radical reconfigurations of informational land-

scapes within and across national borders. The amount of information has 

grown immensely, as has the number of sources available to citizens and 

consumers. Many actors in this landscape are providing news in one form or 

the other, but the tendency following this growth is toward fragmentation, 

where the media targets specialized groups or specific interests, rather than 

providing greater depth of knowledge or a wider view of things taking place 

both at home and abroad (McNair 2000). A parallel consolidation of the 

media into fewer and larger conglomerates have enhanced this tendency, 

with age-old observations and worries among scholars about ―tabloidization‖ 
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and ―infotainment‖ taking on new proportions as media industries are oper-

ating on an increasingly larger scale.13 

In the process, states have lost much of their power over mass audiences, 

due especially to satellite TV and the Internet which have diminished the 

earlier dependence of mass public spheres on costly technical equipment 

(see e.g. Uimonen 2001). Foreign reporting in connection to recent wars 

exemplifies how a more complex field of transnational information and 

communication has evolved, populated not only by foreign correspondents 

and news reporters working in traditional ways, but also by embedded jour-

nalists, bloggers, spin-doctors, NGO activists, etc., who are sometimes more 

able than traditional news media to spread information and mobilize opinion 

faster, cheaper and with a higher degree of proximity to ongoing events (see, 

e.g., Boyer and Hannerz 2006; Hannerz 2004; Zelizer and Allan 2002). The 

September 11 events in the U.S. recast expectations of journalism in the 

Western world and put in perspective familiar notions of what it means to be 

a journalist (Zelizer and Allan 2002). Waisboard (2002) suggests that among 

other things the September 11 events showed that we now need to take pa-

triotism (in connection to the global war on terrorism) into account when 

considering how journalism is culturally anchored, which questions the no-

tion of journalism as based on universally valid principles (cf. Schudson 

2002).  

Specific theoretical and socially significant outcomes of these kinds of 

dramatic events, and of the consequences of technological developments in 

the media sectors, are under continuous academic scrutiny. Whatever the 

outcome, concepts such as truth, objectivity, and impartiality have become 

increasingly difficult to conceive of in today‘s informational landscape. Al-

so, a national public sphere has become increasingly difficult to define, 

which has made reflections about the concept of transnational public sphere 

a growing topic among scholars (e.g. Allan 2005; Eide, Kunelius and Phil-

lips 2008; Fraser 2007; Hemer and Tufte 2005; McLaughlin 2004; Thussu 

1998). 

To repeat, given this increased complexity of public information and 

communication within and across national boundaries, I assume in this thesis 

                                                      
13 There is a multitude of writings on journalism‘s crisis. I build my description on Allan 
(2005) and McNair (2000) among others. The latter refers to a British context. For a similar 
account on the U.S. situation, see e.g. The State of the News Media 2006 by the ―Project for 
Excellence in Journalism‖ (www.stateofthemedia.org). As for a Swedish context, journalism 
scholar Gunnar Nygren (2008) claims that Swedish journalism has recently been undergoing a 
process of ―de-professionalization‖ partly as a consequence of new media technologies.  
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that the report by Reporters Without Borders, besides being an account of 

the situation in Romania in 2004 and the normative worldwide alert it in-

cluded, represents a kind of commentary, evaluation, or activism that can be 

explored as part of a more general and continuous process of authority-

building, professionalization, even myth-construction of journalism as a 

profession grounded on universally valid principles. 

Journalism and transnational public spheres 

As mentioned, the report by Reporters Without Borders exemplifies how 

much international NGO activism and research approaches journalism and 

the mass media in Romania in a way reminiscent of the familiar concept of 

the public sphere as theorized by Habermas (1989 [1962]). Although not his 

main concern, Habermas pictured journalism ideally as an important activity 

for upholding a rational discourse necessary for a democratic public sphere. 

He built his theory on a ―Westphalia model‖ which implies that paths of 

communication travel between ―a people‖ and ―a state.‖ As Vikki Bell 

claims, ―if ever such a model did operate, it does not now‖ (Bell 2007: 2). 

The frame is no longer valid because it distorts global realities. Yet recent 

critical studies on the prospects and problems of transnational public spheres 

attempt to revise early public sphere theory in light of contemporary 

processes of globalization, and Habermas figures as a principal source here.  

In the following sections, I account for this theoretical approach and de-

scribe how I picture it as relevant for my concerns. This is followed by a 

discussion of how the rigid and formalized conceptualization of the public 

sphere that Habermas represents can be complemented by a ―softer‖ ap-

proach. A basic point in this theoretical package is that with the transnationa-

lization of public spheres, questions related to concepts such as ―accountabil-

ity,‖ ―legitimacy,‖ and ―public‖ have become increasingly problematic to 

conceive of. 

Political philosopher Nancy Fraser has long been at the forefront of re-

search about the notion of the public sphere, communication, and democra-

cy. She has criticized Habermas‘s theory, arguing that the public sphere that 

figures in his writing was based on a number of exclusions and making a 

―universal class‖ out of bourgeois men, ―preparing to assert their fitness to 

govern‖ (Fraser 1990: 60). She has introduced concepts such as ―subaltern 

public spheres‖ and ―counter-public spheres‖ to acknowledge the existence 

and importance of a plurality of ―parallel discursive arenas where members 
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of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses, which 

in turn permits them to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identi-

ties, interests, and needs‖ (Fraser 1990: 67). These concepts have been used 

by her and others, not least anthropologists, in theorizing contemporary so-

cial movements (e.g. Hardtmann 2003). More recently, as a third stage of her 

work, Fraser‘s concern is with legitimacy and efficacy of public opinion in a 

―Post-Westphalian‖ world where the frame of bounded political community 

tied to the nation and its own territorial state has become outdated. In a spe-

cial 2007 issue of Theory, Culture, and Society, she attempts to recast the 

theory of the public sphere in light of global changes, trying in some sense to 

salvage parts of Habermas‘s work. Introducing this particular issue, Bell 

establishes a scene for the discussions in the articles that follow hers by de-

scribing a set of original situations from which public sphere theory could be 

said to start. Let me quote her to some length: 
 
Everywhere in the world people come together to discuss the difference be-
tween the ‗is‘ and the ‗ought‘. Whatever the occasion—the site of a traffic 
accident, the unveiling of a controversial artwork, the redundancy of a group 
of workers, environmental challenges, suicide bombings and situations of 
conflict—these gatherings construct and contest the normative world, and 
simultaneously debate the relationship between past, present and future mo-
ralities. Stories are woven, lines of affect are drawn, blame is attributed and 
political programmes developed. And of course the limitations of these little 
public spheres quickly become matters of debate themselves, as their efficacy 
and inadequacies must become part of the discussion—who isn‘t here who 
needs to be? What information do we require that isn‘t presently available? 
Do we fully understand each other? What is the point of conversation if there 
is no ultimate power to implement our decisions or promote change? Theor-
ists of the public sphere begin from the premise that, through this capacity for 
communication and deliberation, human beings build their social worlds; we 
arrange, protest and alter them. (Bell 2007: 1) 
 

The picture Bell draws is one of people involved in the sort of human socio-

cultural interaction that anthropologists have been preoccupied with since 

Malinowski‘s time and beyond, and more recently with an explicit interest 

for the place and function of various forms of media of mass communica-

tions (see, e.g., Askew and Wilk 2002; Ginsburg et. al. 2002; Peterson 2003; 

Rothenbuehler and Coman 2005; Spitulnik 1993). Connecting her picture to 

theories of the public sphere, however, Bell narrows the scope of discussion 

and ties in with Habermas‘s conceptualization of the public sphere as a ―so-

cial domain in which private people come together as a public‖ (Habermas 

1989: 27), and as a space for the communicative generation of public opi-
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nion. When Bell points out that ―the institutionalization of [this sort of com-

munication] is necessary because formalized arenas for debate provide the 

route to, and guarantee of, freedom itself‖ (Bell op.cit.), then the theoretical 

project becomes less concerned with the sociocultural implications of the 

communication taking place, and more with the prospects of formally estab-

lishing ―protected spaces in which open disagreement and debate can take 

place‖ (ibid.). Thus she places the situations she describes even more square-

ly within the kind of critical social theory that Habermas‘s work on the pub-

lic sphere belongs to, and which is driven more by normative concerns than 

empirical ones.  

Bell admits that there is a degree of optimism among public sphere theor-

ists, and that history is ―littered with examples of the public sphere not work-

ing‖ (ibid.), but this, she states, merely urges the public theorists to carry on, 

investigate the reasons for failure and if necessary sharpen the theory.  

As for journalists, it is not difficult to imagine a prominent position for 

them in Bell‘s picture, since it is often through the work of journalists that 

people learn about traffic accidents, etc., rather than being on the particular 

geographical site of the accidents themselves. Being an ―informed citizen,‖ 

knowing what is going on and keeping up with a sense of being ―at home in 

the world,‖ is nowadays greatly dependent on the work of journalists (Boyer 

and Hannerz 2006: 12). Institutionalizing spaces for the communicative gen-

eration of public opinion thus largely comes to turn around the institutionali-

zation not merely of the public sphere, but of journalism. 

In the main article of the Theory, Culture, and Society issue, Nancy Fraser 

discusses how, in spite of its various shortcomings, Habermas‘s theory may 

be applicable when transferred to a ―Post-Westphalian‖ era where it has 

become clear that publicity and public sphere must be understood by taking 

into account global realities. She thus attempts to revise some of the public 

sphere theory‘s core premises in order for it to serve as a critical theory for 

current social phenomena. Even if Habermas‘s implicit assumption of a so-

vereign nation-state as a prerequisite for thinking about the public sphere is 

outdated, still valid, Fraser suggests, are his reasonings about accessibility to 

public spheres and about communicational practices and ethics carried out 

within them. 

Fraser notes that it has become commonplace to talk about ―transnational 

public spheres,‖ ―Islamic public spheres,‖ ―diasporic public spheres,‖ and 

even an emerging ―global public sphere‖ (Fraser 2007: 7). She sets out to 

caution such talk and to show how problematic it is. Although it seems intui-
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tively plausible to talk in these terms, she believes it is hardly clear what 

exactly ―transnational public sphere‖ refers to. The main problem is that the 

theory of the public sphere was developed by Habermas and his followers 

not only to understand communications flow, but to contribute to a norma-

tive political theory of democracy. This was done with the particular rela-

tionship between the nation-state and its citizens in mind, assuming a more 

direct connection between a national public sphere and its citizens than what 

is the case today. A key point is the so-called all-affected principle which 

states that all those potentially affected by political decisions should be al-

lowed to participate in the formation of public opinion to which decision-

makers are held accountable. Citizenship of a particular territorially bounded 

nation-state served as a proxy for affectedness in early public sphere theory, 

and it was especially in this sense that the legitimacy of journalism found its 

discursive ground. Today, Fraser argues, ―globalization is exploding the 

previously taken-for-granted idea that the bounded territorial state is both the 

appropriate frame for conceiving questions of justice and the proper arena 

for waging struggles to achieve it‖ (quoted in Nash and Bell 2007: 74).  

This third stage of Fraser‘s work—transnationalizing the public sphere—

was partly what she appeared to have in mind when participating in a panel 

at the 2003 annual conference of the American Anthropological Association, 

speaking about culture and the public sphere and about publicity across na-

tional borders. Here she also confessed experiencing a decay of the expan-

sive spaces of the counter-public spheres she associated with social move-

ments. She saw them as having become more like enclaves rather than a 

public, in the sense that the ideal of unrestricted communication had in many 

cases been closed off. She was wondering whether anthropology could con-

tribute—for example, by way of comparative ethnographies of publicity—to 

understanding the kind of processes at work here, of the relationship be-

tween multiple publics and the occasional easy and wide spread of commu-

nication, on the one side, and the narrow context where more essentialized 

and boundary-forming spaces occur, on the other. Furthermore, she pointed 

to the need in political philosophy and critical social theory to study issues 

connected to the notion of the public sphere with an eye open to the soci-

ocultural dimension of public life.  

In this respect, Dipesh Chakrabarty, speaking at the same occasion, rec-

ognized that public sphere is a particular kind of category, formally defining 

the relationship between public sphere and public life, while conditioned and 

complicated by a constant transaction and translation between the two by 
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increasingly plural and hetero-glossic kinds of languages.14 Chakrabarty‘s 

conclusion was that the Habermasian public sphere and the idea of rational 

public discourse it involves, needs to be complemented by taking into ac-

count other ―modes of persuasion‖ that could fruitfully be studied ―anthropo-

logically‖ (Chakrabarty 2004).15 

How does this theorizing about the public sphere relate to anthropology, 

and to my study? Among anthropologists, the notion of the public sphere can 

be conceptualized, with the words of Peterson (2003: 256), as pointing to a 

―bewildering place full of disconnections as well as connections,‖ involving 

questions which must be examined ethnographically. Theorists of the public 

sphere thus work in ways that are often in tension with how anthropologists 

think about these issues.  

Commenting on the widespread debate on how industrial and technologi-

cal trends in news media are affecting political communication and democ-

racy—a debate that largely follows along the lines of Habermas‘s treatise of 

the decline of the bourgeois public sphere—Boyer and Hannerz (2006: 11) 

suggest that ―ethnography of journalism [as a field of ―cultural brokerage‖ or 

―mediation‖ operating within public spheres] can offer material that compli-

cates narratives of journalistic crisis and redemption that pit an abstract sys-

tem of ‗capitalism‘ or a set of pernicious political interests against heroic 

media reformers.‖ They find that the everyday reality of journalists are often 

―more complex and less easily moralized than this kind of portrait suggests‖ 

(ibid.). In other words, specific traditions and practices of news journalism 

always have the potential of developing into specific forms within structural-

ly bounded frames. How this is done, and what communication among par-

ticular peoples look like, is a research issue which public theorists, like much 

media theorists, are less able to investigate since their theoretical frames, 

                                                      
14 Chakrabarty illustrated this by delivering an anecdote from a public argument he had been 
involved in during his time as a young college-going Maoist in Calcutta. After throwing a lot 
of historical examples at each other, disputing whether a potential revolution in India would 
have to be bloody or not, the argument between Chakrabarty and his combatant was clinched 
by a man from the audience who questioned the reasons for debating since, as this man ex-
pressed it, ―there is blood when a baby is born from the mother‘s womb and we are talking 
about a whole new society being born from the womb of an old society. Of course there will 
be bloodshed.‖ The anecdote was meant to illustrate that academic historical rationality (in 
Habermas‘s preferred sense) may lead to a point where arguments become unresolvable or 
exhausted, and where other logics of publicness may instead settle them, for instance by what 
Chakrabarty called ―culturally anchored analogy‖ (Chakrabarty 2004). 
15 The 2003 AAA-panel in which Fraser, Chakrabarty, and a few other scholars discussed 
these topics was titled ―Culture and the Public Sphere.‖ For excerpts, see Anthropology News, 
February and March issues 2004.  



 31 

according to Peterson (2003: 162), tend to ―ignore the pleasures, beliefs, and 

everyday meaning-making by social actors engaged in media production, or 

treat them as secondary or irrelevant.‖ The tension between public sphere 

theory and anthropology could thus be described as a question of how one 

takes culture or cultural processes into account when thinking about matters 

of communication on a public scale. 

Although normative in their approach and concerned mainly with a struc-

tural-organizational level, the works of Fraser and other public theorists, as I 

see it, open up for reflections on the way journalism is conceptualized by 

actors such as Reporters Without Borders. That is to say, reflections that 

remain focused on ideas about how journalism ought to be institutionalized, 

rather than on how journalism is working in reality. Public sphere theorists 

supply a set of conceptual tools that I find useful in dealing with the part of 

my ethnographic material connected to the NGO sector, and in analyzing 

texts such as the one produced by Reporters Without Borders.  

For example, Fraser speaks, on the one side, of ―strong publics‖ that con-

trol administrative state apparatuses, and, on the other, of ―weak publics‖ set 

apart from the state but with some power to influence legislative processes 

(Fraser 2007: 13). The struggle of Romanian NGOs with the state to have 

Romanian law align with Western standards points to such a tension between 

two entities. Fraser also speaks of the necessity of reflexivity, a capacity for 

self-monitoring, or of a ―meta-discussion‖ and a ―meta-critique‖ that needs 

to be connected to publicity and public sphere to keep track of the ways in 

which these are restricted, since in reality they most often are (Fraser 2004). 

Reporters Without Borders exemplifies how this is to some extent already 

operating on a transnational level, constituting a form of media accountabili-

ty that operates beyond national borders (cf. Bertrand 2000, 2008; von 

Krogh 2008). Furthermore, Fraser speaks more concretely of what forms of 

transnational public powers need to be constructed in order to facilitate ad-

ministrative capacity to solve transnational problems (Fraser 2007: 23). The 

role of the European Court of Human Rights—much referred to within NGO 

discourse in Romania—in settling matters of freedom of speech violations 

on a level above Romanian domestic law approximates to this kind of power, 

although whether the court is concerned with ―transnational problems‖ is a 

somewhat more problematic question.  

Meanwhile, if these conceptual tools and notions are useful for an explo-

ration of how the organization of journalism and the public sphere in Roma-

nia can be understood and monitored, Fraser‘s and Chakrabarty‘s call to 
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anthropologists to assist in researching public spheres points to a recognition 

among and across academic kin that other meaning-making dimensions re-

main to be explored and incorporated into the analysis. 

A ―softer‖ approach 

One such dimension is indicated by Jim McGuigan (1998, 2005) who be-

lieves that the rigorous conception of the public sphere in many academic 

and activist circles needs to be complemented by a ―softer‖ one. McGuigan 

writes from a cultural studies‘-perspective, but his approach toward the pub-

lic sphere, mass media, and journalism can be seen as part of a more general 

―cultural shift‖ in media research, a shift influenced by anthropologists‘ 

more ethnographically oriented approaches (I return to this in Chapter 2). 

The cultural shift involves ―softening up‖ the predominant view of jour-

nalism as a crucial professional endeavor for democratic society to function 

well, and it takes a critical view of the conceptualization of journalism as 

epitomizing rational discourse based on objective reporting. Journalism is 

not dismissed per se, but attention is drawn to the ways journalism in its 

variety of forms elaborates on dichotomies such as objective and subjective, 

public and private, emotion and truth, rather than offering a window on the 

world in a positivistic sense, through ―pure‖ facts and information. It also 

draws attention to other areas of public communication that have bearing on 

how democracy actually functions, and how modes of civic interaction other 

than those assumed along Habermas‘s strictly rational lines contribute to 

turn people into engaged citizens (cf. Dahlgren 1995, 2005). 

McGuigan does not deny the importance of rational deliberation in the 

classic ideal form developed by Habermas, and the exclusive stress on ―in-

formation‖ it often entails, especially in connection to news and objective 

reporting. He accepts ―public sphere‖ as a concept designating an ideal of a 

democratic system of mass communication, ―referencing a condition within 

which the power of the strong may be checked by that of the weak through 

access to communicational resources and participation in political debate and 

decision-making‖ (McGuigan 1998: 91). Yet he suggests that the concept is 

unsatisfactory when issues of public communication are to be understood 

and explained more broadly. In McGuigan‘s view, Fraser‘s critique of Ha-

bermas and her introduction of the notion of ―subaltern counterpublics‖ 

(Fraser 1990), to indicate competition between a plurality of publics rather 

than a single overarching one, was an important contribution, but remains 
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too rigid as well. The problem with both Habermas and Fraser, McGuigan 

argues, is that the ideal of communicative rationality they assume is ―a very 

demanding one from the point of view of ordinary citizenship, requiring a 

civic vigilance that may be unrealistic for most people‖ (op.cit.: 98). 

To McGuigan, there is generally little or no evidence—neither in the past, 

nor in the present—of actualization of the public sphere in the classical 

sense, and this puts the concept at risk of being a utopian one. Furthermore, 

if it is acknowledged that the ideal of rational deliberation through the mass 

media has some take on real circumstances, it still runs the risks of leaving 

out of sight many aspects of what a viable mediated democracy might look 

like. Meaning-making social activities that contribute to contemporary socie-

ties‘ holding together should in McGuigan‘s view be assumed to be located 

at other places or other situations as well, rather than merely in formalized 

mass mediated arenas for deliberate discourse. 

In a way reminiscent of Chakrabarty—who speaks of ―other modes of 

persuasion‖—McGuigan suggests taking due account of affective and not 

only effective communications; in other words to include the arational, emo-

tional, rhetorical, humorous, etc. in the analysis and to see for instance ―info-

tainment‖ as not simply a blurring of boundaries of genres in television and 

other media, but more as a manifestation of ―a rather more fundamental inte-

raction between cognition and emotion‖ (op.cit.: 98). He exemplifies this by 

referring to charitable events in Britain in the 1980s and 90s—such as Band 

Aid and Live Aid—that were sparked off by famines in Ethiopia. These 

events combined celebrity performances, musical concerts, widespread pop-

ular participation, massive fundraising, and mass mediated broadcasting on 

the BBC‘s public service television. McGuigan is cautious to make any great 

claims for these kinds of events, but he suggests that it is important to pay 

attention to them since they affect people‘s consciousness of themselves, 

about the world around them, and about cultural and political issues in ways 

that are more attractive than the usual news reporting about official politics 

and bureaucracy at home and abroad. As such, they have bearing on how 

society is constructed, and how people come to think of themselves as be-

longing to a collective unit. 

McGuigan also brings up the example of the genocide in the Balkans in 

the 1990s where, he argues, a ―rhetoric of concern and sympathy is manipu-

lated through the frameworks of Western media and politics which may have 

little to do with what is actually going on on the ground‖ (ibid.: 104). His 
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conclusion is that controversial issues of public communication are bound up 

not only with rational deliberation, but with deep emotion. 

The myth of the mediated center  

The cultural approach, following Nick Couldry (2005), also involves seeing 

the very belief in journalism as based on a fundamental commitment to the 

idea of a ―mediated center,‖ that is to say, the idea that there is something 

like a center of the social world, and that the media in some sense speaks of 

that center. In fact, Couldry uses the expression ―myth of the mediated cen-

ter,‖ and suggests that ―this underlies our orientation to television, radio and 

the press (and, increasingly the Internet), and our tendency to regard the 

massive concentration of symbolic power in those media institutions as legi-

timate‖ (ibid.: 60, my emphasis). With reference to Bourdieu (1991), Coul-

dry defines symbolic power, if concentrated in this way, as a ―socially sanc-

tioned power of constructing reality‖ (ibid.).  

Using ―myth‖ to designate the belief or assumption of a mediated center 

brings to the fore the term ―ritual‖ as an analytical tool to investigate the 

ways in which the belief is continuously reproduced, and the effects this 

have on particular groups. Conceptualizing the ―cultural shift‖ to media in 

this way, Couldry suggests, extends James Carey‘s famous call for more 

attention to what he labeled a ―ritual mode of communication‖ (Carey 1989). 

Barbie Zelizer‘s investigation of how journalists established themselves 

as authoritative spokespersons for telling the story about the assassination of 

U.S. President John F. Kennedy in November 1963 (Zelizer 1992), serves as 

one example of how a ―cultural‖ approach can be used in connection to jour-

nalism. Zelizer refers to Carey‘s writings on ritual and introduces the notion 

of ―cultural authority‖ to show how ―journalists use their interpretations of 

public events to shape themselves into authoritative communities‖ (ibid.: 3). 

The ritual aspect of reaching the position as cultural authority lies in the way 

journalists deployed narrative strategies that accommodated their presence, 

turning the assassination story on angles crucial to their own legitimization. 

The journalists‘ status was made possible by their routinized media access, 

and their efforts were accompanied by others (historians, critics, etc.) who 

figured in their reports—adding legitimacy to the journalists as credible ob-

servers of the ―real world.‖ Zelizer thus addresses larger sociocultural ques-

tions of power and domination by contributing to an understanding of jour-
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nalism that goes beyond the usual ―one-on-one correlation‖ between ―what 

journalists say‖ and ―what audiences believe‖ (ibid.: 6). 

To Couldry, Zelizer‘s study likely illustrates the typical weight and credi-

bility put on journalism as an important part of ―central media‖ through 

which we imagine ourselves to be connected to the social world. Yet Coul-

dry thinks that we need to be cautious here. He suggests that although James 

Carey‘s contribution of a ritual approach is an important one, he sees a ten-

dency in Carey‘s theory of using ritual in an ―all-too-comfortable functiona-

listic understanding of how contemporary societies hold together, if they do‖ 

(ibid.: 59, emphasis in original), and thus loosing sight of issues of power 

and social inequalities that are also involved. Couldry suggests that ―media 

rituals . . . like all rituals, do not so much express order as naturalise it‖ (ib-

id.: 65, my emphasis). He points out that it was Carey who formulated the 

challenge to researching media‘s role in society better than anyone else, al-

though Carey in Couldry‘s view neglected to follow it through more firmly. 

Carey wrote: ―reality is a scarce resource . . . the fundamental form of power 

is the power to define, allocate, and display that resource‖ (1989: 87, quoted 

in Couldry 2005: 67). 

 

To sum up these theoretical sections, my study has a lot in common with 

Zelizer‘s, although the issue of framing that I described above applies to 

Zelizer‘s study as well: ―cultural authority‖ in her case is to a large extent set 

within the frame of the nation-state. Zelizer wrote her book in 1992, about a 

public event that took place in the 1960s. She points out that the journalists 

are not alone in shaping their authority, but are dependent on other authori-

ties and expertise for their legitimacy. Today, the development of media 

technologies, and the proliferation of international NGOs working on topics 

that connect with many facets of public life, have made it necessary to in-

corporate other actors that influence the authority of journalism, actors found 

beyond the borders of any given nation-state, and especially those explicitly 

focusing on issues related to journalism. This is accentuated by the fact that 

topics dealt with by journalists nowadays tend to cross national borders in 

ways that differ from a few decades ago.  

Furthermore, Zelizer‘s focus on the assassination speaks of her belief that 

the ritual aspects of journalistic authority is connected to certain events that 

function as critical incidents, and that it is the ―openness‖ of these events, 

and the imbalance of the social order they produce, that makes them central 

as moments of re-authorization of particular groups, and of the re-ordering 
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of the way society holds together (cf. Dayan and Katz 1992). I agree with 

Couldry here, who suggests that the importance put on particular events 

ought to be played down in favor of a focus on a more continuous process of 

authority-building. This has become more evident during the post-Cold War 

era when increased transnational interconnectedness is accompanied by a 

heightened sense of uncertainty. Recurrent talk about the need to protect 

journalists from physical harm can in my view be seen as part of the 

processes by which this sense of uncertainty is continuously produced, and 

journalists‘ authority in delivering information is accordingly something that 

is continuously processed.  

What I have described by making use of a variety of theories, is thus an 

approach to the development of journalism in Romania that takes both ra-

tional and ritual aspects into account. A rational approach involves asking 

questions along the lines developed by Habermas, Fraser, and others, and is 

focused on formal institutions for a democratic public sphere. A ritual ap-

proach involves asking other kinds of questions, concerning, for example, 

processes of cultural authorization of journalists as a group of professionals 

that will keep other people informed, in turn making society possible or im-

aginable as a collective unit. 

Why Romania? 

My reasons for choosing Romania as the geographical location for exploring 

a global media development discourse are partly personal. In January 1990, I 

was sent by the Swedish local daily where I was currently working as a re-

porter to cover a humanitarian aid transport departing from our town and 

with Timişoara in the western part of Romania as the destination. This trip 

led to further trips, and gradually I found myself working more as an aid 

coordinator than a reporter during these trips. In December 1990, due to the 

immense growth of Swedish humanitarian aid work directed toward Roma-

nia, I was assigned by a Swedish NGO a six-month post as aid-coordinator 

stationed in Cluj-Napoca, the provincial capital of Transylvania. I worked 

with the Romanian student organization Asklepyos and learned about Ro-

manian everyday urban and village life as I lived in Cluj-Napoca and spent 

many weekends distributing material in the rural areas of the province. As I 

met many Swedes coming to Romania to deliver their aid, I also learned 

about how they conceptualized their mission and what Romania meant to 

them. During this time, and upon my arrival back to Sweden, I followed how 
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Romania was reported on in mainstream Swedish mass media. I could ob-

serve that a few recurrent and mostly stereotyping themes organized much 

report, with Ceauşescu, Dracula, and orphanage homes among the more 

frequent ones, along with many reports on Swedish humanitarian aid activi-

ties. Based upon my experiences as a reporter and the months I spent in Ro-

mania, I came to develop an interest in cross-cultural mass media representa-

tions and processes of national self-image through the mass media in con-

nection to West-East development activities after the fall of communism. In 

1996, after a few years of anthropology courses, I started pondering these 

issues in a more organized way, went back to Cluj-Napoca for my bachelor 

study and later to Bucharest to collect material for this thesis. 

In theoretical terms, as stated, I view the report by Reporters Without 

Borders as principally involving a global norm for journalism and journalis-

tic practice in every corner of the world. Apart from the United Nations‘ 

declaration on human rights, stipulating through a number of articles in a 

―thin‖ or principle manner freedom of speech and citizens‘ right to obtain 

information, there is no single authority on this matter, no particular entity. 

Rather, a ―global project,‖ mentioned above (Tsing op.cit), should be un-

derstood loosely as the outcome of an assemblage of various actors working 

toward similar or interconnected goals, often as part of wider ―transnational 

advocacy networks‖ (Keck and Sikkink 1998) while also found within the 

administrative realm of nation-states, guided by and contributing in forming 

a global media development discourse. The protection of journalists that 

Reporters Without Borders is preoccupied with is a central aspect of this 

discourse—protection in terms of legislation that allows journalists to work 

according to rules and norms formulated on both domestic and international 

levels, and protection against sheer physical harassment. 

Thus conceptualized, the two ambitions of this thesis—one centering on 

an ethnography of a particular situation, the other consisting of an explora-

tion of a model of journalism with claims to universal validity—are inter-

twined in the sense that a universal norm for journalistic practice is assumed 

not to stand for itself but must be continually reproduced. The post-1989 

development and current status of journalism and the mass media in Roma-

nia offer an apt situation, I argue, through which a global norm of journalism 

can be discursively legitimized or processed.  

The overall reason for this is that Romania, as part of the former socialist 

bloc, early after the regime change in 1989 and the subsequent end of Cold 

War, became a geographical place as well as a mental space—that is to say, 
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both real and imagined—for Western intellectual activity and expertise fo-

cused on problem-solving and the transfer of Western models of society (see 

Kideckel 1998; Miller 2009; Sampson 1996; and cf. Meyer et. al. 1998; Bu-

rawoy 2000). Romania was soon conceptualized as a ―laboratory‖ (Gross 

1996; cf. Coman 2004) for ―experimenting with democracy‖ (Pridham and 

Gallagher 2000). Frequent usage of expressions such as ―the end of a totali-

tarian state,‖ ―weak democratic institutions,‖ ―democracy from scratch,‖ and 

―backward East Europeans,‖ alongside talk about corruption and harass-

ments of journalists, as well as the presence of a near industry-like number 

of development projects directed at the media and journalism sectors in Ro-

mania since 1989—these are characteristics of Romania as a discursive field 

in which a journalism model with universal claims can take ground and 

where cultural aspects involved in the process can also be studied.  

Notes on method, material, and sources 

The main bulk of empirical material included in this thesis has been col-

lected during a two-year period of fieldwork in Bucharest, through inter-

views and participant observation in environments that can roughly be di-

vided as belonging to the journalistic sector and to that of Romanian NGOs 

working on media and journalism issues. Although I had periods of a more 

planned work schedule when I spent entire weeks in one single place and 

among a certain group of people, I generally did not organize the collection 

of material in any meticulous way.  

During some months after my arrival, a few places in town and a small 

number of persons crystallized as central nodes around which my everyday 

tuning into news production and media development activism evolved. Hav-

ing established such nodes, I steered my work mainly in accordance with 

what was going on at these places or in connection to what these people 

were up to. One of the journalism universities in Bucharest was one such 

place. I gave a series of seminars there during my preparation period, which 

left me with contacts among students, and I followed five or six of them 

throughout my stay.16 Also, I got to know some of the professors and like-

wise stayed attuned to their whereabouts until I left and then per e-mail and 

return visits afterwards.  

                                                      
16 The lectures I gave were mainly related to my experience as a former local reporter. 
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Other places where I spent more time were the offices of two NGOs, the 

Media Monitoring Agency and the Center for Independent Journalism, or 

more so at the locations of their many projects, seminars, conferences, etc. 

As for more scheduled activities connected to the work of journalists, I was 

allowed to spend time in six different news offices for week-long periods or 

for shorter visits but during longer time-spans. I normally spent the hours in 

these offices observing people working and interviewing them whenever 

opportunities occurred. To obtain more substantial information and in order 

to pursue more structured interviews, I regularly made appointments with 

journalists to meet after work or was able to follow them on assignments 

where more time was allocated for closer talk. Some of the acquaintances 

grew into long-term relationships. 

Choosing Romania as a geographical location, and situating myself in 

Bucharest, allowed me to limit the scope of enquiry in connection to the 

abstract notion of a global media development discourse that I use to denote 

the object of study. It facilitated a number of sites available for participant 

observation and for conversing with people on topics connected to journal-

ism. In this way the methodological approach I used relates to what George 

Marcus (1995: 110) calls ―strategically situated (single-site) ethnography,‖ 

which is one alternative among several in his program for developing me-

thodological approaches to fields of study related to processes of globaliza-

tion. Marcus points out that a strategically situated ethnography ―attempts to 

understand something broadly about the system in ethnographic terms as 

much as it does its local subjects‖ (ibid.: 111).  

While I was able to follow the whereabouts and activities of journalists 

and NGO activists working in Bucharest, I was also able to study occasions 

when actors working on a global or European scale arrived in town to take 

part in conferences, seminars or other kinds of projects and events. This does 

not assume that the local and the global (or the European) are clearly deli-

neated entities. Neither does it assume that a global discourse on journal-

ism—involving a norm with claims to universal validity—is something that 

can be easily framed. Rather, a study of local situations, as Marcus suggests 

(ibid.: 97), is an implicit study of the global, which in turn is not something 

external to these situations.  

Parallel to fieldwork in Bucharest and especially afterwards, I have re-

searched a global media development discourse by keeping track of analys-

es, reports, events, campaigns, debates, etc. in a variety of forums concern-

ing not only Romania, but countries in the world as a whole. This part is 
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discourse-oriented in a more text-based sense, and the report by Reporters 

Without Borders belongs here.  

The weight I put on the report in Chapters 1 and 2 may appear as unduly. 

As stated, there were other organizations that were producing monitoring 

reports, and in terms of impact, one can question the relevance of Reporters 

Without Borders contribution as compared to, for example, EU requirements 

in the membership accession process taking place at the same time. Howev-

er, it is not my intention to evaluate the Reporters Without Borders report in 

this sense. I am not primarily concerned with its impact, but with what one 

might call its globalist pretensions. I do account for some of the activities of 

the EU and several other actors in connection to the media development 

field. At the same time, I find it fruitful to focus more thoroughly on one 

particular case rather than trying to cover the whole range. The prime reason 

why I have chosen to scrutinize Reporters Without Borders report is that it 

was connected to some people whom I encountered during fieldwork and 

with whom I kept in contact afterwards. I interviewed the initiator of the 

organization‘s visit to Romania, investigative reporter Ştefan Cândea, and I 

studied several projects carried out by one of the organization‘s Romanian 

partners, the Media Monitoring Agency. The report thus belong to a cluster 

of sources that are connected not only to journalism in Romania, but to each 

other. Other reasons for my choice is that Reporters Without Borders, 

slightly unlike the EU, purports to base its work on universal values, and that 

its organization throughout the world is based on a network of practicing 

journalists which makes the organization part of the ―global apparatus‖ that 

Hasty speaks of, as I mentioned at the outset of this chapter, ―[linking] jour-

nalists all over the world in their distinctive vocation, serving not only to 

universalize journalism as a certain type of national discourse with homo-

logous political and professional functionality in diverse national contexts, 

but also to provide ideological support for their professional human rights‖ 

(2006: 70). This makes Reporters Without Borders more linked to the pro-

fession than to the kind of supra-national political dimension of the EU, or, 

as another example, that of the World Association of Newspapers, which 

produces similar kinds of reports but which is more concerned with the busi-

ness side of the newspaper industry.  

My methodological approach also relates to what Hugh Gusterson (1997) 

has labeled ―polymorphous engagement‖ with a dispersed field. Gusterson 

developed this notion in connection to fields where participant observation 

in the traditional sense may not be possible, as in cases of ―studying up.‖ In 
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this particular respect, some parts of my fieldwork involved trying to get 

access to people ―up there‖ in the boardrooms of media executives, chief-

editor‘s offices and political chambers, which often turned out to be difficult, 

in turn forcing me to ―engage‖ with the world of these people in other ways. 

Yet I also subscribe to Hardtmann‘s (2003) finding that Gusterson‘s concept 

is valid in a more general sense, and my usage of the Reporters Without 

Borders report in Chapters 1 and 2 can be seen as an elaboration on this. I 

account for the contents of the report, place it in the particular historical and 

political context in which it appeared, describe how it operates in a wider 

network of journalists and activists, and thus approach it from a variety of 

angles while referring to other material to put it in perspective or to expand 

on it. Making use of the report in this way illustrates that it should be seen as 

part of the field I am concerned with, not just a detached comment on it, a 

comment on a reality to which it stands outside. The ―field‖ of the thesis can 

accordingly, to some extent, be labeled a field of accounts, pointing to a 

complex network of different sites and situations in which the talk about 

journalism is what connects people.  

Situating myself in Romania was meant to allow participant observation 

among journalists and NGO activists in order to study them as a delineated 

group of producers in mass media and activist fields. Participating in settings 

where journalists and NGO activists were at work was also a way of enabl-

ing more open and meaningful conversations about their views of journal-

ism. Observing journalists at work tend not to produce substantial data, since 

not so much is happening. There is accordingly more weight put on the narr-

atives of journalists that I collected, than participant observation. The latter 

method did produce some interesting data though, and I have incorporated 

some of them in the material I present. 

An overall question is how different accounts are intertwined and con-

nected in processes of norm-building and the construction of identities, and I 

have been particularly interested in exploring the transnational dimension of 

this process. To study this, Marcus suggests a research designed around 

chains, paths, threads, conjunctions, or juxtapositions, and the strategies as 

following connections, associations and putative relationships (ibid.: 97). He 

describes this as belonging to a mode of ethnographic enquiry that goes 

beyond what is traditionally associated with the notions of ―field‖ and 

―fieldwork,‖ and his characterization of this mode is much in line with how I 

picture the design of my own project. He writes: 
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[This ethnographic research] moves out from the single sites and local situa-
tions of conventional ethnographic research designs to examine the circula-
tion of cultural meanings, objects, and identities in diffuse time-space. This 
mode defines for itself an object of study that cannot be accounted for ethno-
graphically by remaining focused on a single site of intensive investigation. It 
develops instead a strategy or design of research that acknowledges macro-
theoretical concepts and narratives of the world system but does not rely on 
them for the contextual architecture framing a set of subjects. This mobile 
ethnography takes unexpected trajectories in tracing a cultural formation 
across and within multiple sites of activity that destabilize the distinction, for 
example, between lifeworld and system, by which much ethnography has 
been conceived. Just as this mode investigates and ethnographically con-
structs the lifeworlds of variously situated subjects, it also ethnographically 
constructs aspects of the system itself through the associations and connec-
tions it suggests among sites. (Marcus 1995: 96) 

 

Throughout the thesis, I work with a broad conception of news production as 

a professional activity that transcends such institutional borders as those 

between television, radio and the press (in terms of technical gear, final 

product, audience, etc.). This conceptualization is in line with the way the 

particular activist circles I studied were addressing journalists across the 

country regardless of their affiliation with television, radio or the press. With 

respect to differences between various forms of mass media, it could perhaps 

be argued that for an older generation in Romania the radio may have more 

credibility by being associated with decades of listening to Radio Free Eu-

rope‘s broadcasting during socialist times. My experience from talking to 

people belonging to this category attests to this, but I have not pursued any 

specific research along this path.  

Another aspect is that the Romanian press is often associated with a more 

critical stance toward the current government, as compared to TV channels. 

Gallagher argues that in the beginning of the 1990s ―an uncensored and po-

litically diverse press [was often singled out by governments] as proof that 

democracy was safe in their hands,‖ while they kept using television and 

radio media to reassure the large non-urban population (their chief electorate 

reservoir) of their ambitions of social protection to vulnarable groups (pea-

sants, miners and other workers in big industries) (Gallagher 2000: 115). 

Revealing critical opinions towards one‘s superiors may lead to problems 

for individual journalists in the sometimes insecure situation of employment 

that existed in Romania at the time of my stay. Several of the interviews with 

journalists I carried out included such opinions, and I established most con-

tacts by offering anonymity to people who spoke with me. The risks should 

not be overestimated, and people generally said they did not mind me using 
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their real name in the dissertation. One could also argue that journalists are a 

kind of public group of persons who have to accept being publicly scruti-

nized by others, although such a principle counts for the journalists‘ writings 

more than it does their relationship with colleagues and superiors. Few were 

cautious, but in one particular case a person I had seen several times told me 

that her boss had found out about our meetings and had warned her that if 

she did not stop handing out information to people outside the office—

regardless of the nature of the information—she could start looking for 

another job. Therefore, with few exceptions, I have chosen not to expose the 

real identities of the journalists who figure in the thesis. As a rule throughout 

the thesis, first names in ethnographic sections are pseudonyms, full names 

are real.  

Due to the fast rhythm of change in the Romanian media field, few of the 

journalists included in the material work at the same place today as they did 

in 2000-2002. In those cases where it is theoretically possible to identify a 

certain person through the name of the media institution and the material I 

present, I have collected the consent of the person in question to disclose 

data the way I do. As for the different newspapers, radio stations and other 

workplaces figuring in the text, I have mainly used the real names. The same 

goes for politicans, state officials, NGO leaders, and representatives of inter-

national organizations who I conceive of less problematically as public per-

sons. 

Throughout my stay, I have used English as a working language for inter-

views and conversations. My proficiency in the Romanian language allowed 

me to follow sufficiently well conversations among people and to browse 

news, but not to pursue interviews. The majority of people I interviewed and 

spent time with spoke English, and in the cases when they did not, I used an 

interpreter for more in-depth talk. Most of the conferences or seminars I 

attended included non-Romanian guests and were either held in English or 

supplied facilities for translation. Because I am mainly interested in the 

transnational dimension of journalism connected to Romania, my aim has 

never been to pursue content analysis of news products in Romanian media. 

Yet I have made closer studies of certain cases, and for these occasions I 

have used assistants for translations. 
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Overview of the study  

In much of Chapters 1 and 2 I make use of and analyze the report by Report-

ers Without Borders. Starting out like this, I want to establish the object of 

enquiry as one of discourse operating on a transnational level. Chapters 3 

and 4 concern mass media and journalism in Romania. This part is meant to 

give some sense of what more precisely the report speaks of, what reality 

Reporters Without Borders and other organizations of a similar kind are 

trying to deal with. Although I draw some conclusions on how a journalist 

identity in Romania may be conceptualized today, I refrain from pondering 

further particularities of the Romanian case in favor of exploring the transna-

tional connections linked to journalistic everyday life in Romania. In Chap-

ters 5 and 6, I thus move focus onto the Romanian NGO sector, seen as sig-

nificantly involving transnationalized media development activities. Overall, 

the organization of the thesis corresponds with my aim to put a universal 

model of journalism and its accompanying discourse in the first room, and to 

approach journalism in Romania from a variety of angles, by focusing on a 

report, a building, journalists‘ narratives, the work of domestic and interna-

tional NGOs, and, in the final chapter, an investigative journalist pursuing 

what I characterize as a kind of transnational journalism. 

In more detail, Chapter 2, ―A Report on Romania,‖ centers on the report 

by Reporters Without Borders while also presenting a contextual background 

of media development activity in Romania since 1989. I discuss more tho-

roughly the occurrence of an ideal model of journalism as part of this activi-

ty, and show how this model has been used in earlier discourse in connection 

to processes of development, modernization, and decolonization of countries 

on the African continent. I also develop the theoretical frame for exploring 

the kind of transnational phenomena I am concerned with. 

Chapter 3, ―Free Press House, Stalinist Style,‖ focuses on a building as I 

explore the largest site for news production in Romania today, Casa Presei 

Libere (the Free Press House). Besides offering a plentiful source of empiri-

cal and historical material, I view the house as symbolically providing an 

ethnographic crossroads between different ideas and ideologies framing or 

influencing journalistic practice both before and after 1989. I thus use archi-

tectural form (rather than, for example, ―journalistic community‖) as an ana-

lytical starting point for exploring different layers of meaning connected to 

the journalistic profession in today‘s Romania, and to the theoretical notion 

of public sphere. The chapter presents a historical background of the house 
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as part of the early communist movement in the region and as the main site 

for the communist press and propaganda machinery. I then move focus to the 

post-1989 situation and account for some of the changes that took place in 

the early 1990s in connection to activities going on in the house. This is fol-

lowed by ethnographically informed descriptions of what the situation and 

activities in the house look like today, along with excerpts from interviews 

with two journalists and with a representative of the Romanian Press Club, 

conceptualized as belonging to the current elite. By focusing on this particu-

lar building and how it is variously invested with meaning—over time and 

from one person to another, through architectural plan to organizational 

structure of the news production—the chapter presents an account of what 

might be called the before-and-after of journalism in Romania. It reveals that 

there is a degree of fragility in the concrete name ―Free Press House,‖ and 

suggests that this cannot be explained solely by deploying expressions such 

as ―old habits‖ or ―communism still in the walls,‖ but is partly a specific 

outcome of the influx of Western values into Romania, such as freedom of 

expression and the right to start operating a news production company. 

Chapter 4, ―Journalists and Journalisms,‖ presents seven portraits of jour-

nalists involved in regular and investigative news production or similar oc-

cupations. It continues from Chapter 3 in exploring the news production 

field at the time of my fieldwork, from the perspective of people working 

within it (and partly beyond the Free Press House). My ambition is to look 

into how some people positioned at an organizational lower or middle-range 

level define their professional task. The material indicates that it is difficult 

to draw conclusions as to the occurrence of a specific journalist identity in 

Romania, since journalists are apparently driven by different motives for 

doing what they are doing. Yet a few themes can be detected and the chapter 

details some of them. One of the portraits turns around the issue of protec-

tion, revealing what it might look like when a journalist is persistently inves-

tigating the affairs of prosecutors, police and business in a local setting. The 

most recurrent theme is the occurrence of a certain ―disciplinary apparatus‖ 

(Pedelty 1995) which tends to make journalists into ―information gatherers‖ 

rather than ―watchdogs,‖ positioned as they are in a media-business-politics 

nexus where journalistic values such as objectivity and impartiality often 

come out as secondary priorities.  

Chapter 5, ―Agencies,‖ shifts attention to the Romanian NGO sector 

working on media issues. It starts with an ethnographic piece illustrating the 

sometimes overlapping spheres of NGO activism and international news 
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media. The piece reveals how NGO campaigning may successfully enter the 

―world wire‖ of international news agencies when it combines domestic and 

global dimensions into one single topic or event, and if it does so by packag-

ing things in a dramatic and spectacular format. Increasingly skillful NGO 

activism can thus influence worldwide diffusion of media images by devel-

oping cultural practices that actively negotiate the relationship between do-

mestic and transnational identities. I then present an extensive account of 

one of the NGO leaders currently operating in the media development sector, 

in the form of a portrait of a working day of his. I use this focal point metho-

dologically to explore how universal models and transnational discourses of 

journalism and public information are negotiated and used in the case of one 

single person who has been skilled enough to establish himself simulta-

neously in the field of journalism (as editor and owner), advertisement (run-

ning his own firm), and NGO activism (on both a local and transnational 

scale). The purpose of presenting this ―shadowing‖ (Czarniawska 2007) 

ethnographic material is to show how domestic NGO activism appears to 

involve elaborate navigation through an intricate landscape of information, 

and the usage of various sources of information in strategic ways, to achieve 

certain goals. It also reveals that NGO is merely one category, discipline, or 

discourse which this particular person has attached to his own persona in an 

attempt to make several ends meet, in terms of his various positions within 

different and sometimes competing fields, and in terms of his own wish to 

financially come out better in a society characterized by uncertainty. 

Chapter 6, ―Protection,‖ continues the exploration of the Romanian NGO 

sector by focusing on sites and situations in which two of the more influenti-

al NGOs are at work. The main site is a Surviving Hostile Regions Safety 

Course for Journalists, held in Sinaia in Romania in 2001. The course ga-

thered journalists from several countries in the region with the purpose to 

educate them in staying safe in situations of conflict and violence. The aim is 

to illustrate the intricate network of transnational connections involved in 

NGO work in the Romanian media activism field, and to show that protec-

tion of journalists has become a business. Two more sites or situations then 

follow. The first is a conference also held in Sinaia the previous year. It con-

cerned the creation of a Romanian national association of journalists. The 

preoccupation with protection was clear, here linked to legislation on nation-

al and supra-national levels and with explicit reference to international stan-

dards and institutions such as the European Court of Human Rights. The 

second site is an occasion where representatives of one of the NGOs met 
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judges from provincial magistrates with the purpose of educating them on 

the routines of the European Court of Human Rights. The three cases illu-

strate the complexity of the field I am exploring, and how, for instance, the 

categories of NGO and state are not so clear-cut as they may appear in de-

velopment discourse. Moreover, it gives a sense of how discussions about 

the need to protect journalists are continuously set against a more critical 

view expressed by a variety of people who see a need also to protect society 

from the sometimes damaging effects of ―actually existing journalism.‖ 

Chapter 7, ―Transnational Journalism,‖ summarizes the previous chapters,  

and then turn focus to the recurrent talk about the need to protect journalists 

from legal and physical harassment, and on global activism concerning their 

safety. It does so partly by focusing on the particular journalistic activity of 

Ştefan Cândea, the initiator of the report by Reporters Without Borders, and 

a journalist who has been pursuing a kind of transnational journalism for 

almost a decade. I use his case to illustrate my argument that in connection 

to the transnationally intertwined development of journalism in Romania, 

one can detect a shift in the way journalism is discursively legitimized. 
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2. A Report on Romania 

In this chapter, I continue exploring the report by Reporters Without Borders 

and analyze it in ways that further draw the contours of the overall theoreti-

cal frame of the thesis, especially in relation to the dimension of transnation-

al connections. I start by highlighting three background aspects of the con-

text in which the report was produced and launched: leadership in Romania 

right before the changes in 1989, the so-called ―East-European transition,‖ 

and the particular way the revolutionary events in Romania in December 

1989 evolved in close connection to the state-run public television building 

in downtown Bucharest. I then narrow the focus and account for the media 

development activities that have been going on since 1989. I also show how 

Reporters Without Borders‘ focus on journalism and independent media in 

Romania can be seen as a continuation of an earlier media development dis-

course in connection to decolonization of countries on the African continent 

during the 1970s and 80s.  

Ceauşescu 

The political and historical context of this thesis centers on Romania in post-

socialist times, characterized domestically by processes of radical change in 

most spheres of society as the country formally went from a socialist 

planned system to a market economy and liberal democracy in a very short 

time, following the violent overthrow of President and Communist Party 

leader Nicolae Ceauşescu in December 1989.17 Among the regime changes 

taking place in the Soviet bloc countries from the end of the 1980s and on-

wards, the one in Romania is often talked about as the only one that con-

                                                      
17 I mainly use ―socialist‖ when referring to the period in Romania between 1947 and 1989. 
This is how Romania described itself during this period: the political party that ruled through-
out it was communist while the republic was socialist, striving toward communism (see Verd-
ery 1996: 235n2). Whenever ―communism‖ appears in the text, this is mainly because the 
term is used by the scholars I refer to or by the interviewees included in the ethnographic 
material. My experience from fieldwork is that people in general preferred or habitually used 
the latter, such as in talk of  ―communist media,‖ ―communist times,‖ ―communist thinking‖ 
etc. 
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tained severe bloodshed (see, e.g., Borneman 1997; Garton Ash 1999; 

Tismăneanu 2004). The number of casualties of the ―revolution‖ was initial-

ly exaggerated by both domestic and international mass media (see Beck 

1991). Still, more than 1,000 people died, most of them during the several 

days of fighting taking place in the city of Timişoara  in the Western part of 

the country and in the capital city of Bucharest.18 

The violent element of the regime change was a reflection of widespread 

popular dissatisfaction with the communist regime at the end of the 1980s 

when Ceauşescu‘s politics had brought the living standards of Romania‘s 

citizens to a significantly low level. The increasingly harsh everyday life was 

due especially to Ceauşescu‘s decision to repay the country‘s foreign debt. A 

large part of the agricultural and industrial products were exported, and gas, 

heating, and electricity rationed. This led to shortages of food and general 

goods in stores, making life for many Romanians basically a fight for sur-

vival (see Kideckel 2004). The reason behind repaying the debt ahead of 

schedule, according to Verdery (1991), was to reduce noxious foreign inter-

ference. Thus interpreted, the decision to repay the debt was one step among 

many that Ceauşescu took during the two decades prior to the overthrow, 

along a route characterized by extreme nationalism, isolation in relation to 

the outside world, coercion and massive ideological persuasion directed at 

the country‘s citizens, and the creation of an aberrant personality cult around 

                                                      
18 Whether the events constituted a revolution or not is still a contested topic, both within 
Romania and among foreign scholars and commentators. Taking into account a variety of 
claims and of theoretical understandings of the notion of revolution, and reflecting on what 
people told me during fieldwork, I remain ambivalent. Some talked about the December 1989 
events indeed as ―the revolution.‖ Others used ―coup d‘etat‖ or ―fraud‖ and were sure that the 
whole thing had been staged by the former party apparatchik and the country‘s first postso-
cialist president Ion Iliescu and his associates. Yet others suggested expressions like ―stolen 
revolution‖ to be a more proper term, implying that even if there was initially a spontaneous 
and public uprising, the revolution was soon occupied and used by members of the former 
political elite to gain power, again with Iliescu in the center. To most who talked to me, how-
ever, it seemed less important to put a specific label on the events than to more or less en-
dlessly recount and reflect upon details and the personal experience that went with them. In 
any case, ―revolution‖ seems only partially to cover what happened and what actually hap-
pened might just never be revealed. Against this background, I mostly refer to the protests, 
riots, and fighting in Timişoara, Bucharest and other urban areas, starting on December 16 
and ending with the execution of the Ceauşescu couple on December 25, as the ―December 
events,‖ ―revolutionary events,‖ or ―regime change.‖ As with ―communism,‖ whenever 
―revolution‖ occurs in the text, it is because that is how it appears in the various talk or com-
mentary I refer to. For detailed accounts, see, e.g., Carey (2004), Privett (1999), and Siani-
Davies (2005). Cf. Borneman (1997), Gallagher (2005), Kideckel (2004), Narti (1993), and 
Verdery (1996). 
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himself as the ―Conducător‖ (leader) or ―Brightest Light of Romanian Histo-

ry.‖19  

The Romanian media of mass communications during this period are 

commonly regarded by communications scholars, political scientists, histo-

rians and others as totalitarian: state-run, censored, part of the communist 

party propaganda machinery and contributing to the Ceauşescu cult.20 Two 

hours per day of national TV broadcasting at the end of the 1980s often 

stand as an example of an increasingly closed society, and of the mass media 

being part of a public sphere which Ceauşescu used to strengthen his posi-

tion as the nation‘s ―father‖ (Borneman 2004; Kideckel 2004). The everyday 

life for the majority of the Romanian population stood in stark contrast to the 

life of the Ceauşescus and images broadcast by the state-owned national 

television contributed to this cleavage, showing for instance president Nico-

lae and his wife Elena entering shops filled with food supplies (Kideckel 

op.cit). In the press, Ceauşescu‘s speeches in various contexts were pub-

lished as news (ibid.). 

While several other communist governments in the former East bloc had 

non-violently relinquished power and dismantled the single-party state after 

popular demonstrations in the mid-1980s and onward (e.g. in Poland and 

Bulgaria), Ceauşescu seemed confident that his rule over Romania would 

survive the wave of changes that swept over the region. In mid-December 

1989, when the Berlin Wall had fallen and when several of the East bloc 

countries had opened their frontiers toward Western Europe, Ceauşescu 

stuck to his agenda and went on a state visit to Iran. Upon his return to Bu-

charest, the city was boiling with tension (Kideckel op.cit.). 

In the end, Romania was the only country to execute its former socialist 

leader; a few days after Ceauşescu had attempted to calm the masses that had 

gathered in a demonstration at the Central Committee building on December 

21, an exclusive military tribunal delivered death-sentences to the captured 

                                                      
19 See Ely and Stoica (2004) and Gabanyi (2000). The latter comprises accounts of the perso-
nality cult surrounding Ceauşescu‘s rule, documented through a series of texts published in 
connection to the activity of Radio Free Europe. Cf. Borneman (2004) on the occurrence of 
―patricentric political authority‖ exercised by leaders in East European Communism (includ-
ing Ceauşescu), Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany, and Imperial Japan, and the intertwinement with 
this kind of leadership with the father as authority figure, and Kideckel (2004), writing on 
Romania in the same volume. 
20 See e.g. Aumente (1999); Coman and Gross (2006); Ely and Stoica (2004); Gabanyi 
(2000); Gallagher (2005); Gross (1996, 2002). Cf. Verdery (1991) on ―totalitarian‖ socialist 
states as ―weak,‖ and Wolfe (2005) on Western images of Soviet bloc mass media and jour-
nalism during the Cold War. 
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leader and his wife (accused of genocide, among other charges), and they 

were shot shortly thereafter. The hasty trial has been the object of much de-

bate (see, e.g., Carey 2004). From the perspective of the revolutionary coun-

cil and interim leadership, eliminating the communist leader was meant to 

put an end to fightings in the streets of Bucharest between gunmen loyal to 

Ceauşescu and the army that had changed sides (Siani Davies 2005). The 

haste with which it happened was also officially explained by a measure to 

prevent security forces from rescuing the Ceauşescu couple (Kideckel 2004). 

If this effect was achieved, the execution also gave birth to a plethora of 

rumors and conspiracy theories about the trial and about the December 

events as such. The execution symbolically put an end to communism but it 

also caused a legitimacy deficit for a postsocialist elite that was able to ra-

pidly switch power from party nomenclature to the privatized as well as 

state-owned business and political bureaucracy of the postsocialist Roma-

nian establishment—too fast and too smoothly to many commentators (see 

Gabanyi 2004). The shady image of the December days and nights have 

especially accompanied Ion Iliescu throughout his political career, and, early 

on, he also added to the postrevolutionary political legitimacy deficit by 

several times calling in miners from the provinces to violently stem pro-

democratic demonstrations with students and other groups protesting against 

what they saw as a hijacking of power by ex-communists (see Kligman and 

Tismăneanu  2001).  

The postsocialist mass media needs to be understood against this back-

ground, in the sense that the public sphere in socialist Romania had been 

transformed into a sphere where the leadership of Ceauşescu as a person was 

intricately tied to Romania as a nation (Kideckel 2004; Verdery 1991, 1996), 

and in the sense that during postsocialist times questions of political legiti-

macy and individual moral responsibility among public figures have been 

continuously nurtured and complicated by information stored in the files of 

the former security police Securitate—sometimes available, sometimes 

closed, sometimes ending up in news material followed by fierce debate. 

Transition 

The dissolution of the communist regime and the reintroduction of a multi-

party political system, along with external pressures to meet criteria set by 

organizations such as the International Monetary Fund (to allow financial 

support), meant that the postsocialist Romanian governments were faced 
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with demanding reform agendas and the task of restructuring large parts of 

the financial, constitutional and legislative order. Among the more pressing 

issues were privatization of state-owned companies, denationalization of 

property and housing, and decollectivization of land (see Verdery 1996, 

2003). 

After having been invited to membership talks in 1999, and subsequently 

enrolled in accession processes in 2005, Romania became a member of the 

European Union in 2007, a goal that all postsocialist governments had priori-

tized (Gallagher 2005; Jerre 2005; Phinnemore 2006). Generally speaking, 

by EU measures one can thus conclude that the transformation of the Roma-

nian society has been successful on many accounts. Today, the Romanian 

state is taking part in negotiating the future of Europe and the nation‘s own 

role and position within it, while Romanians enjoy their rights as citizens of 

the EU in many facets of life: education, work, travel, etc.21 

A widespread idea among Western scholars and EU officials is that since 

the mid-1990s and onward the democratization process in Romania was 

significantly helped or unleashed by the prospects of EU membership (see 

e.g. Jerre 2005; Phinnemore 2006), but there are also those who see this as 

mere shallow rhetoric. Hall suggested at the outset of the accession process 

that ―‗[r]eal existing post-socialism‘, no less than ‗real existing socialism‘, 

deviates substantially from the formal institutional configuration‖ (Hall 

2004: 224). As mentioned in the previous chapter, the European Parlia-

ment‘s rapporteur on Romania declared at the same time her concerns about 

a mass media that in her view was far from independent and free (Nicholson 

2006). Others point out that there is little or no consensus as to what actually 

happened during the December events in 1989, and that the current political 

and business sectors still rest on weak ground in terms of legitimacy (Carey 

2004; Ely and Stoica 2004; Gallagher 2005). Gallagher sees a premature 

membership and explains this in terms of Romania‘s geopolitical position. 

To him, EU officials failed to interact with the domestic groups most com-

mitted to the consolidation of democracy, and argues that the officials could 

hardly be said to have fulfilled their duties in their negotiations with repre-

sentatives of the Romanian government; pressures put on Romania to fulfill 

certain criteria were not sufficiently followed up as membership was to be 

decided upon, and immediately after (Gallagher 2006, 2007).  

                                                      
21 Romania remains subject to monitoring by the European Commission, especially concern-
ing continuing reformation of the justice system and for combating corruption. 
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Former Minister of Justice Monica Macovei—who Gallagher argues be-

came instrumental during a short period leading up to membership—claims 

that much of the reforms she launched in the final years of non-EU member-

ship were basically withdrawn as soon as the membership was safely har-

bored. To Monica Macovei herself, it is clear that she—who happened to 

have a good reputation among EU officials—had been called in by the cur-

rent government to carry out work that needed to be done in order for Ro-

mania to become a member, only to find herself without a job as soon as this 

was achieved: ―It was intentionally done. I was in good faith, and so was the 

European Commission and foreign governments, but I think they [members 

of the government] planned this.‖22 

Complications notwithstanding, the EU is arguably the most important 

political entity that Romanian governments since the late 1990s have had as 

a point of reference in connection to societal transformation, alongside 

NATO which Romania joined in 2004. Yet alignment with EU standards and 

regulations is merely the latest expression of a more general Western influ-

ence and pressure put on Romanian governments. Before EU accession be-

came a real issue, the processes of change in postsocialist Romania belonged 

generally to the so-called East European transition, a label that after 1989 

soon came in use—both within domestic political debate and in international 

research and development discourse—to designate the formal processes of 

state transformation, democratization and marketization in the region (see 

e.g. Hann 2002; Sampson 1996). Much of the transition discourse has cen-

tered on alignment with Western values and models, and the processes of 

change involved the participation of many international organizations. No 

doubt, the term ―transition‖ has been used to describe societal changes in 

other geographical areas and at other times (e.g. from military rule to civilian 

government in Latin American countries). In the case of Eastern Europe, 

however, the concept gained a near ―mytho-poetic‖ character. One reason 

for this is that the year 1989 involved not only profound changes in Eastern 

Europe but also the end of the Cold War, a major ―world story‖ that had 

organized the world politically for nearly fifty years (see Ekecrantz 1998, 

2000; Hannerz 2004; Verdery 1996). 

                                                      
22 Monica Macovei held office between 2004 and 2007. Among several reforms, she estab-
lished a special prosecutors office on corruption. She was voted out in January 2007, follow-
ing a vote of censure announced on the first workday after EU-admission. Macovei revealed 
the above-mentioned opinion in an interview broadcast in Swedish public service radio 
(Sveriges Radio 2009).  
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If transition has mainly concerned concrete structural-economic and legis-

lative changes of the Romanian society and other East European ones, it has 

also been and remains a question of knowledge, interpretation and history-

writing in connection to the relationship between West and East as cultural 

and political entities. Kideckel (1998) suggests that to Western scholars, 

1989 opened up a field of formerly little researched social and political life. 

Funding for academic endeavors into the area was soon made available on a 

large scale, and apart from research interests, West Europeans and North 

Americans have frequently been used as experts on constitutional, legisla-

tive, financial and other matters. Kideckel argues that a romanticization of 

the transition and the possibilities of the East European future offered a large 

role for intellectuals: ―As with socialist central planning before it, the transi-

tion required new policy, technical change, and a reworking of government, 

education, and social procedures‖ (ibid.:141). Many Western scholars who 

had not previously been involved in research in and about Eastern Europe 

―began to see it as a fertile, exciting, and relatively empty niche for scientific 

practice‖ (ibid.). 

Within the field of political science and economics—and in popular por-

trayals through international and Western mass media—the situation in East-

ern Europe was described in a discourse of capitalist ―triumphalism‖ (see 

Berdahl 2000), or, in even grander terms, as ―the end of history‖ (Fukuyama 

1992). The direction of change came to be draped largely in linear, teleolog-

ical thinking, assuming a particular and evolutionary trajectory for East Eu-

ropean societal transformation. There was talk about ―imitating‖ the West 

(see Verdery 1996), or of ―copying‖ Western models of society (see Samp-

son 1996). Berdahl suggests that much of the work within political science 

and economics, focusing on such topics as privatization, decollectivization, 

and market economy, ―is extremely valuable for its illumination of large-

scale economic and political processes and institutions‖ (Berdahl 2000:2). 

Nevertheless, she argues, these analyses were ideologically informed in their 

prescription and judgment of East European progress. 

As I mentioned in Chapter 1, if things were complicated in Romania and 

other East European societies, and if this period was depicted as one of 

change and transition in these countries, Verdery suggests we should not 

forget that ―transition‖ was and is also about changes in the West. Verdery 

prefers, and I agree with this, the term ―transformation‖ to ―transition,‖ on 

the grounds that what the former East bloc countries are and have been un-

dergoing is not transition from socialism to capitalism, democracy, or market 
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economy but a transformation of the former socialist systems to ones that 

will differ in form, from one another, and from Western systems (cf. Stark 

and Bruszt 1998).23 

TV revolution 

The third background aspect of media and journalism development in Ro-

mania that I want to detail is the intricate way in which the December events 

unfolded in close connection to the Romanian national TV, which has made 

some refer to the events as ―televised revolution‖ or ―TV revolution‖ (Mun-

giu-Pippidi 2006; Nicholson 2006; Privett 1999; Siani-Davies 2005). These 

expressions stem from the fact that the central building of the state-owned 

national public television in downtown Bucharest turned into something of a 

battlefield and came to constitute one of the major arenas of the revolution, 

in terms of actual gunfire and, in a more abstract sense, as a symbol of a 

revolutionary public sphere—making its way to what may count as a global 

public sphere. 

Right after Nicolae Ceauşescu and his wife Elena had fled in a helicopter 

on December 22, revolutionaries took hold of the main studio in the TV-

house, went on air and started to broadcast not only calls to people in Bu-

charest and in the provinces to assist in the demonstrations, but also a long 

series of declarations about the past and the future. Images were produced 

(and spread across the world) of a chaotic situation with individuals with 

varying backgrounds and belongings crowding in the main studio and trying 

to make their way, physically and electronically, to the audience, frequently 

referred to as ―the people.‖24 Several kinds of discourses and positions were 

manifested and claimed. Staff from the TV wanted to apologize for all the 

years of lying, former members of the nomenclature wanted to declare their 

innocence and others were keen on presenting themselves as the interim 

authorities and leaders of the organization of the post-revolutionary future. 

The captured son of the leader, Nicu Ceauşescu, was brought to the studio 

and humiliated in front of the cameras while former dissidents appearing in 

the studio added a flair of public legitimacy to the setting (cf. Verdery 1996: 

                                                      
23 In her 1996 publication (focusing mainly on Romania), Verdery titles a chapter ‖From 
Socialism to Feudalism?‖ intended to mark her disagreement with assumptions within the 
research field of transitology. 
24 Filmmakers Harun Farocki and Andrei Ujică document this situation in their ―Video-
gramme einer Revolution‖ (1992), comprised of video recordings made by private persons 
and material filmed by Romanian state television (which quickly sided with the uprising). 
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109). Regardless of whether the situation was staged or not by the former 

communist party aparatchik Ion Iliescu and his associates, the footage argu-

ably expressed a strong belief in the central role of the media, and contri-

buted in producing a sense of community among Romanian viewers, in 

terms of having a common enemy (Ceauşescu) and a common cause (getting 

rid of him and starting anew).25 

Hjarvard (2001) suggests that during major international events (such as 

the 1989 regime changes throughout Eastern Europe), and thanks to interna-

tional media, the formation of public opinion occasionally expands to a 

global level, acquiring its own political momentum and influencing both 

governments and international organizations to act in specific ways (cf. Beck 

2006: 2; Dayan and Katz 1992). The footage from the TV studio in Buchar-

est arguably spoke symbolically of such a globally significant event. It was a 

live image of the fall of communism which at the moment was deemed by 

many believers in democracy and capitalism across the world as universally 

evil. It was a fall that in international media discourse was depicted as rea-

lized through an uprising of ―the people.‖ It was a manifestation of the free-

dom of speech set within the framework of a national public sphere while it 

was extremely well fit to run through broadcasting systems spanning across 

the globe since it depicted the dissolution of an ideological struggle that had 

organized the world throughout most of the 20th century (communism ver-

sus capitalism). In the words of Levi-Strauss, it represented a ―hot moment‖ 

(quoted in Zelizer 1998: 4). 

The images from the studio of the Romanian television, together with im-

ages of the Berlin Wall being torn down, belong to a series of images un-

leashed during the autumn and winter of 1989 that produced an extraordi-

nary sense of the excitement of historical moment across national and cultur-

al borders (Kideckel 1998). In line with Hjarvard‘s premise, the images from 

the TV studio in Bucharest stimulated people across national and cultural 

borders to build public opinion and to take action, based on an imagination 

that with the fall of one of the more reckless and megalomaniac leaders in 

                                                      
25 In their documentary ―De Crăciun ne-am luat raţia de libertate‖ (―At Christmas We Took 
Our Ration of Freedom‖), filmmakers Cornel Mihalache and Cătălina Fernoagă (1990) cap-
ture the voices of thousands of Romanian viewers who, between December 23 and 26—when 
it was still unclear what had happened to the Ceauşescu couple—used their telephones and 
called the studio in charge with documenting the events to comment on what was going on 
around them and frequently to urge the TV staff to broadcast the particular footage (if there 
was any) showing the Ceauşescu  trial and execution. 



 58 

the socialist bloc, the Cold War had come to an end (they had seen it on 

TV).26 

After 1989: Media boom and standards alignment 

Since the revolutionary events in December 1989, journalism and the mass 

media in Romania have undoubtedly undergone thorough changes. The ab-

olition of the one-party communist system and subsequent constitutional and 

legislative reformations affecting the mass media marked the opening up of a 

new and far less restricted field of public information and communication as 

compared to the socialist era. 

Enthusiasm among media practitioners characterized the very first years 

of the 1990s, and there are stories about people selling their TV sets in order 

to get the necessary funding to start operating a publication: ―One room in an 

apartment, a phone line, a stack of paper and a typewriter were often enough 

to start a media operation‖ (Avǎdani 2001. Cf. Gallagher 2005: 115).27 

The number of media outlets grew immensely during the first years of the 

1990s.28 The entrepreneurship of some actors was evidenced by many 

launches of newspapers and magazines throughout the 1990s, some not so 

long-lasting, others growing into prosperous businesses. As Gross (1999) 

suggests, it was hardly the practice of objective journalism that was carried 

out in the beginning, more often an individual yearning to express oneself. 

Also, much of the early post-1989 media activity was tied to political activ-

ism with an estimated half of all dailies and weeklies being various party 

publications (Gross 2002). Publishing, according to Gallagher, was an alter-

native to party politics: ―Publishing proved a magnet for politically minded 

young people drawn to public affairs but unwilling to subject themselves to 

the discipline of a political party‖ (Gallagher 2005: 115).  

The media soon became a vivid work market with both private and state-

run institutions offering lots of job opportunities. The press was the main 

growth area in the first half of the 1990s, radio stations and TV channels in 

                                                      
26 Kideckel suggests that ―such images made the cities of the region inviting to legions of 
expatriates even as it made the study of East Europe more attractive to previously distant 
western intellectuals‖ (op.cit.: 141). 
27 For accounts on journalism and the mass media in Romania after 1989 from a media and 
communications studies perspective, see, e.g., Aumente (1999), Coman and Gross (2006), 
Gross (1996, 2002, 2004). See also Chapter 3. 
28 Petcu (2001) lists that in 1989 there were 495 publications in written press. Ten years later, 
the number was 4958. Gallagher (2005:115) claims that 900 newspapers sprang up in 1990 
only. See also Coman (1995), and Coman and Gross (2006). 
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the second. The establishment of university journalism faculties and devel-

opment initiatives by West European and American organizations soon sti-

mulated the growth of objective and impartial reporting, modeled on West-

ern or international standards (see Coman and Gross 2006). Foreign owner-

ship of the media was barely present in the beginning, but started entering 

the market especially toward the end of the 1990s.  

Selling newspapers and magazines at Piaţa C.A Rosetti, Bucharest 2000. (Photo by author) 

As for journalist organizations, they have been growing increasingly strong-

er although collective units for instilling responsibility, protection and a 

sense of professional community had by the beginning of the new millen-

nium not been established in a clear manner (see IFJ 1999; Coman and Gross 

2006). Needless to say, the current media field in Romania constitutes a 

complex whole, with, for instance, the press ranging from quality daily 

newspapers to tabloid sensationalist ones, from elitist commentary reviews 

and specialized financial magazines to life-style glossy outlets and satirical 

publications.29 

                                                      
29 The media landscape in 2004 was among the most dynamic in the Central and East Euro-
pean region. It can roughly be characterized as consisting of the following: a state-owned 
public service radio and television with the widest national reach (approximately 90 percent 
of the Romanian households); a national press of some 90 newspapers with circulations of the 
ten biggest ones around 60,000-70,000 copies (the largest daily, Libertatea, has a circulation 
of 200,000 copies), and with some 15 of these being Bucharest-based ones addressing mainly 
a Bucharest audience; a regional and local press supplying some three or four daily newspa-
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The changes in 1989 triggered a boom not only in the number of Roma-

nian media outlets, but also in humanitarian aid initiatives and development 

projects between Romania and West European and North American coun-

tries. An initial period of catastrophe-like support to Romania right after the 

Ceauşescu regime fell in December 1989—visualized in Western media 

most clearly by photographs and footage of caravans of foreign trucks 

loaded with humanitarian aid material queuing at the border between Hun-

gary and Romania, and through worldwide media coverage of state-run or-

phanage homes receiving visitors and assistance from the West—soon 

turned into more long-term involvements on institutional levels.30 Among 

foreign development agencies, democratization through supporting and sti-

mulating the growth of independent and professional media was one impor-

tant area. 

Many foreign organizations became involved in assisting journalists, stu-

dents, NGO activists and official institutions in Romania in the process of 

transforming and developing journalism and the mass media. This develop-

ment or assistance wave came in the shape of expert consultancy on media 

legislation, financial support to news media reckoned to be free, programs 

for foreign teachers, curriculum development at journalism schools, estab-

lishment of centers for journalism training and journalism libraries, the sup-

plying of means for individual journalists to educate themselves abroad, and 

assistance of newly formed local NGOs working on media issues. Stressing 

the important role of journalism and objective news production in setting off 

a democratic development has been a shared focus and concern among a 

variety of actors, and a general theme has been to have official institutions 

                                                                                                                             
pers in major cities all over the country, dominated by regional media companies; over 200 
private radio stations; and a small number of private television stations (notably PRO TV and 
Antena 1 with 70 to 80 percent coverage of the country, via cable or terrestrially). There is an 
abundance in the numbers of media outlets, yet the number of important players are small. 
More than half of the Romanian media industry is controlled by three Romanian businessmen: 
Dan Voiculescu, Sorin Ovidiu Vîntu, and Adrian Sârbu. Foreign players started entering the 
market around 2000. Among them are Swiss Ringier, German Bertelsman, WAZ, and 
Grüner+Jahr. For more detailed accounts and analysis, see, e.g., Coman and Gross (2006). 
See also Chapter 3, p. 98.  
30 For an ethnological account on Swedish humanitarian aid work directed at disabled children 
in Romania, see Ers (2006). Arguing for a post-1989 sudden and thorough awareness among 
Swedes of the situation of these children, and a subsequent widespread willingness to assist 
them, Ers makes use of and analyzes a reportage produced by the U.S. TV channel ABC, 
broadcast on Swedish national television in autumn 1990 (as well as in other European coun-
tries, including Romania). Besides creating awareness, Ers suggests that this kind of media 
product tended to produce an image of Romania as not only underdeveloped and pre-modern, 
but also as inhumane. 
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and journalistic practice in Romania align with international standards (see 

e.g. Aumente 1999; Coman and Gross 2006; Gross 2002, 1999; Miller 

2009). 

The first years of the 1990s saw the establishment of Western institutions 

such as the BBC Radio Journalism School in Bucharest and programs for 

visiting lecturers from abroad at the state-run journalism faculty at Bucharest 

University. The mid-1990s and onwards was characterized by a growing 

number of Romanian NGOs working in close relation with international 

partners. Toward the end of the 1990s, some of the more influential domestic 

organizations were established partly or fully with foreign financial support, 

significantly the Center for Independent Journalism, the Media Monitoring 

Agency, and the Romanian Press Club.31  

When I commenced fieldwork in 2000, the network of media develop-

ment actors linked to Romania had grown large and complex. The BBC was 

just about to close its radio journalism school, but others were present in 

various constellations, for example the International Federation of Journal-

ists, the human rights organization Article 19, the U.S. Independent Journal-

ism Foundation, the Council of Europe, the World Association of Newspa-

pers, and the International Press Institute. Reporters Without Borders came 

in after I had left and, as mentioned, eventually connected to the Media 

Monitoring Agency. The agendas of these foreign organizations and others 

differed by concentrating on evaluation, teaching, the strengthening of jour-

nalist organizations, rules of business or legal matters. Differences notwith-

standing, they were more or less united in their explicit or implicit reference 

to international, Western, or European standards of journalism and by point-

ing out the need for an autonomous and professional community of journal-

ists as a prerequisite for democracy to prosper in Romania. 

Coming back to Reporters Without Borders, the organizations‘ report was 

not exactly a development project, but it nevertheless contained recommen-

dations to both state officials and journalists to choose a certain path in the 

crossroads where they were judged to be positioned at the time of the organ-

ization‘s visit. Against the background I have accounted for so far, the report 

                                                      
31 These three formed the core of domestic non-governmental media and journalism develop-
ment activity at the time of my fieldwork. The Center for Independent Journalism and the 
Media Monitoring Agency collaborated in various projects, and they were perceived as be-
longing to the civil society sector—as this concept was generally used among both Romanians 
and people from abroad—working in the media development field, while the Romanian Press 
Club was regarded as more of a business organization. In 2009, all of them were still active. I 
present them in more detail in the chapters that follow. 
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can be viewed as part of a more general and larger development discourse 

and aid industry directed toward Romania in postsocialist times, part of the 

East European transition, and of an ―export‖ of Western models of society 

into the postsocialist hemisphere. 

An idealized model 

Analytically, a well-known yet idealized model of journalism permeates the 

report by Reporters Without Borders, and as such it has much in common 

with other media development projects directed at journalism in Romania. 

The report is idealized in the sense that it builds on certain assumptions 

about the meaning and role of journalism in a democratic society and on 

clear-cut conceptualizations of categories such as ―state,‖ ―mass media,‖ 

―civil society,‖ and ―citizen.‖ The model has its historical origins in Western 

ideas and traditions of public communication and information through the 

media of mass communications, and is connected closely to modern liberal 

democracy, and to modernity itself, centering on objective reporting as a 

crucial node for societal communication.32 

Theoretically, the model builds on Enlightenment epistemology about the 

possibility for humans to grasp an outer world, involving a realist conviction 

that things can be shown ―as they really are,‖ and an instrumental view of 

the medium ―journalism‖ as a neutral means of representing reality (Peterson 

2003: 88). From this stems the professional task of objective, fact-based, and 

impartial dissemination of information that journalists are expected to be 

preoccupied with, offering a window on reality, and exercising the role of 

―watchdogs‖ on political power. Journalism thus appears ideally as an im-

portant professional practice through which especially the institutional sides 

of modern democratic societies can achieve qualities linked to democracy, 

such as ―transparency,‖ ―accountability,‖ and ―participation‖ while paving 

the way for an informed citizenry. State officials in Romania and elsewhere 

may claim that they fulfill their deeds in line with these qualities, but in prac-

tice it is supposedly the work of journalists that put such declarations to test. 

There are of course other institutions handling information, but these are to 

some extent dependent on the wider public spread that journalists and their 

respective forums can offer. 

                                                      
32 See e.g. Curran (1996), Hartley (1996), McNair (2000), Peterson (2003), Roudakova 
(2008), Schudson (1996), and Thompson (1995). For a critical view of ―objectivity‖ in rela-
tion to journalism, see Pedelty (1995). For a defence of it, see Lichtenberg (1996). 
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In this way, the degree to which journalists are able to operate freely be-

comes one way of measuring a society‘s informational and democratic cli-

mate, as well as a national democratic government‘s moral status and degree 

of legitimacy toward its constituencies. As mentioned, the UN declaration of 

Human Rights stipulates thin principles in this respect. At the same time, the 

International Federation of Journalists‘ so-called Declaration of Principles 

on the Conduct of Journalists formulates regulations or recommendations as 

to the journalists‘ behavior, meant to appeal to journalists all over the 

world.33 The work of journalists in Romania is thus regulated in both ends by 

transnationally formulated rules or recommendations, meant to safeguard a 

democratic societal order, as well as strengthening the journalists‘ credibili-

ty. 

The understanding of journalism that the model involves has played a 

central role in development discourse and activities directed at Romanian 

official institutions and media practitioners in the post-1989 era. It implies 

that journalists need to be protected because what they are doing is judged to 

be of crucial importance to any modern society claiming to be democratic. 

Seen as principally building on this model, the report on Romania by Re-

porters Without Borders is thus global or globalistic in its character. Includ-

ing recommendations as to what needs to be done, the report incorporates the 

conditions for journalistic practice in Romania into a global vision of a fu-

ture world of freedom of the press. Also, to repeat, it is indicative of a con-

temporary situation in which globally active NGOs such as Reporters With-

out Borders have become increasingly important actors in distributing global 

values and models, addressing problematic themes and geographical areas, 

and stimulating public opinion on both domestic and global levels. 

Media and development: The question of ―noise‖ 

The way a universal model or global norm is used by Reporters Without 

Borders as a frame of reference to evaluate journalism and the mass media in 

Romania, and to suggest measures for steps ahead, resembles discourses on 

media development during the 1950s, 60s and 70s, especially in connection 

to the decolonization of African nations and subsequent development activi-

ties. Journalism and the mass media were here seen by Western scholars and 

                                                      
33 International Federation of Journalists‘ code of conduct is published on www.ifj.org.  
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development actors as important areas in processes of modernization, demo-

cratization and nation-building.34 

Going back to 1950-60s academic literature on communication, the mass 

media, and development, one finds that the role of the mass media was gen-

erally described as positive, even indispensable in the processes of moderni-

zation and the expansion of democracy.35 ―Media and development‖ was the 

paradigm picturing a one-way road from ―traditional‖ to ―modern‖ society 

(Peterson 2003: 43).36 For example, Schramm stated that ―the task of the 

mass media of information . . . is to speed and ease the long, slow social 

transformation required for economic development, and, in particular, to 

speed and smooth the task of mobilizing human resources behind the nation-

al effort‖ (1964: 27). 

An earlier theoretical contribution was the introduction of the term noise 

by Shannon and Weaver (1949). As discussed by Peterson (op.cit.), the con-

cept of noise was used to explain failures of development projects directed at 

the mass media and communications field to achieve expected results. Theo-

retically, noise was distortions in signal between sender and receiver. Practi-

cally, traditional cultural beliefs and values came to represent the distortions 

or blockages of the receipt of messages. If media development projects 

failed, tradition was often used as an explanation. To put it simply, tradition 

as ―noise.‖ 

A central feature of the debates on media and development that started 

during the 1960s was the growing importance of the role played by interna-

tional news agencies in the production and distribution of news on a global 

scale. The occurrence of international news agencies working worldwide 

was of course older than that, but their importance grew in connection with 

the processes of decolonization and nation-building on the African continent. 

As a matter of fact, the discussions within the UNESCO of the so-called 

New World Information and Communication Order (NWICO) stated news 

agencies to be agents of globalization (Boyd-Barrett 1997; Boyd-Barrett and 

Rantanen 1998). The work of international news agencies concerned not 

                                                      
34 See, e.g., Carlsson (1998), Gupta (2003 [1992]), Hemer and Tufte (2005), Peterson (2003), 
and Sreberny-Mohammadi (1996). 
35 See, e.g., Lerner (1958), Pye (1963), and Schramm (1964). For reflections of this literature, 
see, e.g., Boyd-Barrett (1998), Gupta (2003), Melkote (1991), Miller (2009), Peterson (2003), 
and Sreberny-Mohammadi (1996). 
36 This trajectory, from traditional to modern, is often used in academic literature on Romania 
(and Eastern Europe generally) during the 1990s and up until today. See, e.g., Treptow 
(2001).  
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only the spread of information about events around the world, but also the 

construction of national communities as national news agencies became part 

and parcel of what a nation was expected to be and how the international 

communication between nations was organized.37  

According to Hjarvard (2001), news media were embedded in a rather 

stable and simple two-level social geography: wholesale news agencies at an 

international level and news media at a national one. In this geography, in-

ternational news agencies were attuned to the needs of national media, and 

were not news media with an audience of their own. Their task was to pro-

vide news to be disseminated through national news media. With the deregu-

lation of media industries and the proliferation of new media distribution 

technologies, such as satellite television and the Internet during the 1980s 

and 1990s, this relatively stable structure gradually altered and each part 

began to cross national borders in new ways.  

The dominant approach to understanding the relations between media and 

social change in this period was later criticized for being ―simple, linear, 

deterministic and tinged with optimism‖ (Melkote 1991, quoted from Peter-

son 2003: 43). It was linear in the sense that it focused ―on what was sup-

posed to happen according to the predictions of the theory, rather than the 

more ethnographic task of what was actually happening in the communities‖ 

(Peterson 2003: 43). Furthermore, at the time of the NWICO debate focus 

became especially set on the way in which news disseminated through inter-

national news agencies was to a large extent discriminating against Third 

World countries. Specific issues within the NWICO debate were many, in-

cluding the imbalance of information flow, the monopolization of news by 

Western news agencies, and the dominance of negative news from Third 

World nations which thereby contributed to an order of things that from the 

perspective of the discriminated pertained to something of an imperial order 

(Boyd Barrett 1997).38 

The news and information geography was thus not something that took on 

an unproblematically objective and equal role simply due to the technologi-

cal means by which news could be disseminated across borders. Boyd-

Barrett points out that for countries in the Third World ―the role of the major 

news agencies was especially significant in provoking official anger at how 

the international news system favored Western definitions of the exceptional 

                                                      
37 Cf. Anderson (1991) who points out that international news played a significant role in 
shaping national identities from the outset of the history of nationalism. 
38 NWICO culminated in the McBride Report  (UNESCO 1980). See Miller (2009). 
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and significant, and seemed to obstruct the ability of new southern nation 

states to contribute to the representation of their national image and national 

interests in northern media markets, with potentially enormous implications, 

politically and economically‖ (1998: 4). In practice, the UNESCO doctrine, 

according to Boyd-Barrett, ―supported the rights of Western media, especial-

ly those of the US, UK and France, to continue distributing their media 

products throughout the world, while most countries of the world lacked the 

means to establish any kind of reciprocity of influence‖ (ibid.). Scholars 

writing in more recent years on this topic conclude that the NWICO debate 

eventually died out, with basically no new order having been established 

(Carlsson 1998; Sreberny-Mohammadi 1996).39 

I bring up the NWICO debate in this thesis about journalism in Romania 

to show that there is a degree of continuity in the way the mass media and 

news production are conceptualized and approached in different contexts and 

at different times where development and democratization processes are at 

stake. The term ―noise‖ is an apt term as a metaphor for the belief in rather 

technical solutions to complex problems of communication. Transferred to 

postsocialist journalism in Romania, ―old habits‖ or corruption would consti-

tute noise that needs to be erased for development projects to achieve maxi-

mum result. Several activities related to mass media and news production 

become intertwined with each other here. On the one hand, there is a de-

politicized and international development discourse influenced by linear, 

evolutionary models of social change, and focusing in a technical and opti-

mistic manner on modernization of the communication and information sec-

tors of ―underdeveloped‖ non-western countries. On the other hand, there is 

an international or global news arena where the products stemming from 

international news agencies tend to provoke anger or irritation among less 

powerful audiences or officials. In Romania, as I will show in Chapter 7, this 

sometimes takes on nationalistic connotations reminiscent of the NWICO 

debate. 

Threats and Everyday Professional Life 

Returning to the Reporters Without Borders‘ report and the threatening as-

pects of journalistic work the organization documents, I had certainly heard 

during fieldwork about harassments of journalists in Romania and of fre-

                                                      
39 The NWICO issue was lifted off from the UNESCO agenda in mid-1989. 
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quent lawsuits against them, and I knew that Romanian NGOs were focusing 

on these issues as worrying aspects of the current conditions for journalistic 

work. However, the journalists whom I met and interviewed had rarely expe-

rienced this kind of violent or threatening dimension of journalistic work in 

their everyday professional lives. Some of them expressed anxieties, frustra-

tion or disappointment over the routines at work, which often involved hav-

ing to take into account that particular topics, persons or companies must be 

treated with a certain care or not at all, depending on the political orientation 

or other interests of the owners or chief editors at the respective newspaper 

or TV or radio station. This created tensions and sometimes conflicts be-

tween groups in the editorial environment, but on the whole had little to do 

with state interference and seldom involved acts of violence. It seemed to me 

to have mostly to do with a clash of perspectives between, on the one hand, 

journalists trained along Western ideals who were eager to practice what 

they had learned in university courses (frequently with teachers from West-

ern countries), and, on the other hand, journalists or editors without journal-

ism training; a clash that could often but not always be conceptualized in 

terms of young and old generations (cf. Gross 2002). 

Also, there were journalists who had taken up the occupation for more or 

less advanced political reasons, along a certain political line or more general-

ly pro or contra government (cf. Gallagher 2005). To them, the presence of 

―taboo subjects‖ in the midst of regular news flow, or the practice of routine-

ly writing in overly positive or negative terms about certain politicians or 

companies, were seen as part of the game. These journalists were more com-

fortable with senior colleagues cutting from and adding into their reports 

before they went public, since they felt they were less able to carry out this 

specific task. In other words, they understood the recurrent filtering of news 

material not as censorship but rather as a kind of refinement of the journalis-

tic task as they defined it. Dealing with events in an objective, impartial, and 

fair way—as the universal model implies—was not among their first priori-

ties, sometimes explained by the belief that their audiences did not expect 

them to do so. Journalists and editors, especially those positioned at a middle 

level in the editorial hierarchy, often told me that the idea of objective re-

porting was naive, and that the current political climate or reality in Romania 

called for a more subjectively or politically engaged dealing with events. I 

was also told that some political figures who were regularly active in the 

current public sphere, and who were seen as corrupt or as belonging to the 
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former communist nomenclature, certainly did not deserve to be treated in a 

fair way.40  

This view of an engaged journalism in relation to a rough political climate 

was sometimes accompanied by a view of the audience as not uninterested in 

objective information, but actually not yet able to handle it, not accustomed 

to the role of news and information in the new political situation. People 

were seen as in need of education—a kind of civic education focused on how 

to deal with information through the mass media and how to evaluate certain 

topics and certain persons—which journalists were seen as fit to deliver, in 

the opinion pages, chronicles and in regular news pieces as well.41 

Holding societies together 

Taking up this kind of thread—drawing upon my own findings and pointing 

toward a more complex and heterogenous field—the report could be shown 

to present an essentializing account of the conditions for journalistic work in 

Romania. Along this line, it could be suggested that it is generally not so 

risky to work as a journalist as Reporters Without Borders seems to claim—

as of yet, there is no documented murder of a journalist in Romania after 

1989. It could also be argued that the interference of the state into everyday 

journalistic practice is overestimated, that journalists are more politically 

driven than accounted for in the report, and that an ideal model of journalism 

is reiterated through taken-for-granted assumptions about the profession, 

assumptions that researchers have shown for many years as not correspond-

ing with how news production in reality is carried out. I will follow this path 

to some extent, but I want to emphasize that it is not my main preoccupation. 

In the sections that follow below I reflect upon why this is so. First, howev-

er, I develop this thread a bit further. 

As mentioned in the section on transition above, anthropologists of post-

socialism have shown how in much debate and research on societies in the 

former East bloc countries the categories of ―state‖ and ―civil society‖ are 

often made more clear-cut than reality allows for, and that scholars have a 

tendency to assume, in an evolutionist manner, that the future path for East 

European societies can be read off unproblematically from the history of 

                                                      
40 This observation resonates with what e.g. Pedelty (1995) and Roudakova (2008) have 
discussed in terms of an idealized view of objective reporting. 
41 Chapters 3 and 4 present ethnographic material that further illustrates these aspects of jour-
nalists‘ everyday professional life and their thoughts about the profession that I merely sum-
marize here.  
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Western ones (see, e.g., Borneman 1997; Hann 2002; Sampson 1996, 1998; 

Verdery 1996).  

For example, Steven Sampson suggests that ―civil society‖ should be un-

derstood in at least two ways: ―Civil Society as autonomous social activity 

[coexisting] with ‗civil society‘ as a discursive field and as a structure of 

resources‖ (1996: 142). The former is connected to social structure on the 

ground, the latter with policies and efficiency within the ―transition indus-

try.‖ According to Sampson, actors involved in the transition (or develop-

ment) industry are of course aware of differences between ideal and reality, 

but this tends to be overlooked when developmental ―system-export‖ or 

―transferring of models‖ between West and East is at stake and especially 

when it fails. Failures are often explained by referring to ―legacies‖ of the 

past, or to ―socialist mentality‖ (ibid.: 125, and cf. above, on ―noise‖). 

As for media and journalism, the audience research (or reception studies) 

that from the 1980s and onward have problematized the understanding of 

agency in communications research (see especially Morley 1986, 1992), as 

well as more recent contributions within the growing body of media anthro-

pology (e.g. Askew and Wilk 2002; Boyer and Hannerz 2006; Ginsburg et al 

2002; Machin 2002; Peterson 2003; Rothenbuhler and Coman 2005; Spitul-

nik 1993), have shown that the role journalists play in contemporary socie-

ties (as producers within media fields) will always depend on how their 

products are used by readers, listeners and viewers, and on how journalists 

are conceived of in particular contexts.42  

Anthropologists who deal specifically with journalism have pursued ex-

plorations that are context-sensitive and historically contingent, and, as Nata-

lia Roudakova points out, can avoid ―paying the necessary normative defe-

rence to the liberal model of media and politics‖ (Roudakova 2008.:41. Cf. 

Hallin and Mancini 2004 ). Writing on Russia, Roudakova argues for the 

prospect of identifying domains of inquiry that deal not only with structure, 

but with the ―social significance of interactions [formal and informal] taking 

place at the media-political nexus‖ (ibid.: 45, emphasis in original). In a 

similar vein, Hasty (2005, 2006) focuses on Ghanian journalists‘ subject 

position and processes of interpellation and habitus formation in the context 

of simultaneous influence by global elements and more traditional ones, and 

Wallace (2007) explores the way Croatian journalists mediate between struc-

                                                      
42 With the exception of Boyer and Hannerz (2006), the publications I refer to only occasio-
nally deal with journalism. 
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tured orderly thinking and the chaos of chance happenings and the complexi-

ty of their ever-shifting origins and outcomes. 

Most anthropological contributions to the study of media in the last 

couple of decades can thus be seen as part of the ―cultural turn‖ in media 

theory that I described in the previous chapter, and James Carey‘s (1989) 

call for more attention to what he labeled a ―ritual view of communication‖ 

has been influential in staking out this approach (cf. Couldry 2005; Ståhlberg 

2002; Zelizer 1998). Using ritual for his alternative view, Carey meant to 

challenge the predominant view of communication as transmission which, he 

argued, is based on an unproblematized idea that information and messages 

are transmitted over distances for certain purposes and for control, which in 

turn produces an enquiring gaze mainly focused on audience effect. The 

transmission view is also tinged with technological optimism, he argued: 

―improved communication is invoked by an army of teachers, preachers and 

columnists as the talisman of all our troubles‖ (Carey op.cit.: 18).43 

Aiming instead to capture in a wider perspective how media contributes 

to contemporary societies‘ ―holding together,‖ and focusing less on media 

texts and institutions, Carey made use of ―ritual‖ to designate media‘s role in 

society, as a ―sacred ceremony that draws people together in fellowship and 

commonality (ibid.: 18). The two views—ritual and transmission—do not 

necessarily contradict each other, Carey states: ―A ritual view does not ex-

clude the processes of information transmission or attitude change. It merely 

contends that one cannot understand these processes aright except insofar as 

they are cast within an essentially ritualistic view of communication and 

social order‖ (ibid.: 21-22). Journalism can in Carey‘s middle path be con-

ceptualized as one of several ―symbol systems‖ through which people create, 

express and convey knowledge about reality. As people are presented with 

news and information, they are also presented with a portrayal of the con-

tending forces in the world, and with certain social roles inscribed in that 

world. Again, Zelizer‘s (1992) study is an example in case here (see Chapter 

1, p. 34) 

Accounts in media studies, in NGO discourse, and in other commentary 

focusing on the mass media and journalism in Eastern Europe, tend to by-

pass these kinds of perspectives and more often have a political-economic, 

                                                      
43 This can be exemplified with the discourse on media development in African countries that 
I have just accounted for.  
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quantitative and/or normative approach that comes close to Carey‘s trans-

mission view.  

Generally speaking, Reporters Without Borders subscribes in my view to 

this approach. The organization‘s report exemplifies how research and 

commentary on journalism and the media as a whole often work with pre-

conceptions of how, as communications scholar Michael Schudson phrases 

it, ―news media should serve society by informing the general population in 

ways that arm them for vigilant citizenship‖ (Schudson 1996: 156, emphasis 

in original). Historically, however, this is ―[not] a very good approximation 

of what role the news media has played—anywhere‖ (ibid. Cf. Hallin and 

Mancini 2004; Hartley 1996; McGuigan 1998; Pedelty 1995; Roudakova 

2008; Sparks 1998. See also Coman 2004 for a review of academic literature 

on postsocialist East European media.). 

Essentializing accounts in perspective 

As stated, this way of taking stock with and possibly denouncing the truth-

claims of Reporters Without Borders is not something I am primarily preoc-

cupied with. Some reasoning in this direction is inevitable since in my analy-

sis of the report I make use of a discourse perspective to indicate the contin-

gency of what is regarded by such actors as Reporters Without Borders as 

natural, normal, or standard about journalism in a worldwide context—

contingent, that is, with a Western conceptualization of the role of journal-

ism. Pointing to contingency, however, is in my view not necessarily to state 

that something is wrong; that the Reporters Without Borders report makes 

something of a ―strange case of Western aid‖ (Hemment 1998).44 

In his review article on the growing importance of NGOs, Fisher (1997) 

notes that essentializing complex situations is part of much NGO activity. 

With Herzfeld‘s (1997) conceptualization of essentialism as the moment 

when ideas meet scepticism, it may be suggested that some essentializing in 

the field of human rights activism is legitimate, since NGOs are often work-

ing within fields of power that need to be, in a manner of speaking, disturbed 

or shaken in their fundaments in order for reflection and change to come 

about. If NGOs are trying to shake the world through essentializing ac-

counts, anthropology has to some extent done likewise throughout its histo-

ry, as Appadurai (1988) showed in his analysis of the concepts ―native‖ and 

                                                      
44 ―Strange‖ in the sense that little attention is paid to local cultural contexts. 
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―hierarchy,‖ and as the debate on the culture concept from the 1990s and 

onwards has illustrated (Abu-Lughod 1991; Brumann 1999; Eriksen 1999; 

Gupta and Ferguson 1997; Hannerz 1999).45 

Furthermore, if the agenda of anthropologists has often and for long been 

conceived in terms of giving voice to marginalized people or to those tar-

geted by Western aid—with the purpose of deconstructing essentialist ac-

counts on their ways of life by showing complexity—then this has become 

increasingly problematic in a world where exactly essentialist accounts are 

frequently used by people for the sake of political recognition or in terms of 

identity-formation (see Eller 1999). Defining a position for anthropology in 

relation to NGO activism in terms of essentialism and complexity is thus 

problematic. 

―Anthropology,‖ William Mazzarella suggests, ―has always told us ‗it 

ain‘t necessarily so‘. At its most basic, it has allowed us to deconstruct our 

most taken-for-granted concepts by showing us other social worlds, con-

ceived as existing in parallel to a world that we understand as ‗our‘ own‖ 

(2002: 603). Another endeavor of anthropological inquiry, he continues, has 

been a focus on ―explicating the internal sense and sensibility of the social 

worlds in which [anthropologists] work‖ (ibid.: 604). These approaches, 

conventional as they may be, are still around and to an extent still valid, but 

in contemporary times—especially in connection to new informational land-

scapes—they have been supplemented by other ways of engaging anthropo-

logically with social phenomena and processes. Mazzarella points especially 

to a development of ―critical readings of how translation, mediation and 

brokerage is being performed by others‖ (ibid.). ―In a sense,‖ he argues, 

―anthropology has become one discourse on socio-cultural translation among 

others—commercial, non-governmental, journalistic and subaltern‖ (ibid.). 

A major arena in which this translation and representational activity is taking 

place is mainstream media—―shaping public discourse on matters of com-

mon concern‖ (ibid.605). Mazzarella suggests that anthropologists end up in 

a complex situation here, where ―informants are often themselves involved 

                                                      
45 Also, cf. Malkki (1997) on NGOs and anthropologists‘ usages of ―community‖ as methodo-
logical orientation: ―It is expected that the people studied are not just a group of strangers, 
thrown together haphazardly by accidental circumstances but form a more permanent, stable, 
and usually localized „community‟ or social world‖ (p. 90, emphasis in original). To some 
extent, talk about ―journalistic community‖ in NGO and development discourse as well as in 
scholarly accounts follow similar logics, disregarding, for example, the differences among 
journalists as to their professional convictions and the many genres they may be working 
within. 



 73 

with these media in ways that may be at once resistant to and complicit with 

hegemonic agendas‖ (ibid.).  

These points have bearing on the objects of my study. The report by Re-

porters Without Borders was meant for mainstream media and more in-

formed public spheres simultaneously—published on the organization‘s 

website and disseminated to media around the world for the sake of wider 

spread. Part of my study involves a critical reading of representations such as 

this particular report. Whatever can be shown to be left out in the report, 

however, may not come forth as something new either to the organization, or 

to the journalists the report speaks about, since to some extent the authors of 

the report, too, are pursuing cultural critique (showing, for instance, how the 

current media situtation in Romania serve particular interests) and since, as 

NGO activists, they are surely capable of speaking for themselves. 

Critical contextualization 

My aim is not to resolve these issues here. I bring them up in order to clarify 

the position in which I see myself in relation to the topics of the thesis. Re-

flecting upon my own material collected through fieldwork, I think that what 

Reporters Without Borders says in its report makes a lot of sense. Yet it is a 

kind of sense-making with a purpose, namely to point out that the field of 

journalism and the mass media in Romania has not developed in a democrat-

ic way, to assist in strengthening the position of Romanian journalists and 

thus to indirectly lobby for an informational order that concerns not only 

Romania and Romanians but an interconnected world as a whole, in line 

with principles formulated in the UN Declaration of Human Rights. 

I sympathize with the organization‘s mission. At the same time I think the 

report should be accounted for mainly as a certain take, which ought not to 

be understood as an objective account of the situation in Romania as a 

whole. Writing within the academic discipline of anthropology as I am, and 

having carried out fieldwork among journalists and NGO activists in Roma-

nia, I do not want to claim that this renders my study unique, more qualita-

tive, more informed or true about journalism in Romania than the knowledge 

articulated in NGO reports. Fieldwork, in Ortner‘s words, ―does not in itself 

provide necessary ‗data‘ to correct [other claims]‖ (1998: 415). However, it 

does provide richness of ethnographic data, and this, according to Ortner, is 

one of the distinctive contributions of anthropology. Yet ethnography, she 

continues, is not enough. It is theory that produces the wider perspective to 
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understand necessary relationships between different claims, and that should 

in her view be the main concern in anthropological inquiry, rather than the 

competition for authority. An even more constructive approach, following 

Mazzarella, would be to address that which is said over and over again 

(―ethnic violence,‖ ―terrorism,‖ and, in my case, ―harassment of journalists,‖ 

and ―protection of journalists‖) and engage in what he calls ―critical contex-

tualization‖ (op.cit: 605) of representational activities such as journalism and 

NGO reporting. This, Mazzarella concludes, would make anthropologists 

into more than merely ―media watch dogs‖ and it would contribute to raising 

awareness of the complex mechanisms that steer public discourse on trans-

national levels. 

Thus conceptualized, some of the material I present in this study is in line 

with what Reporters Without Borders delivers in its report, some comple-

ments it with richer detail and yet some departs from it and reveals other 

aspects of the highly complex field that journalism and the mass media in 

Romania presents. To try to reach a full understanding of what role journal-

ism plays in Romania as of today is a task I basically leave aside. My inter-

est lies partly beyond this and concerns the way journalism is discursively 

re-legitimized, by Reporters Without Borders and other organizations, in a 

context where information and communication have become increasingly 

transnationalized. In the sections that follow below, I develop what I have in 

mind. First, however, I return again to the report by Reporters Without Bor-

ders for further exploration, here combined with some of my own data to 

highlight the transnational dimension. 

Harassments and the struggle for standards 

Several cases of harassments of journalists were presented in the report. For 

example, the assault on Ino Ardelean, an employee with the national daily 

Evenimentul Zilei‟s office in Timişoara in the western part of the country. 

Ardelean had been reporting frequently on illegal activities and corruption in 

his region, especially in connection to the county‘s leader, Eugen Milutinov-

ic, member of the ruling Social Democratic Party (PSD). On December 3, 

2003, Ardelean was beaten to the point of unconsciousness while on his way 

home, and had to spend 55 days in hospital. No suspect has been brought to 

court to this day. The incident had taken place a few months before Report-

ers Without Borders‘ arrival to Romania and had already triggered a great 

deal of international attention, including public complaints by several inter-
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national organizations (sent through worldwide e-mail lists) and a visit to 

Timişoara by the American ambassador to Romania, Michael Guest. A pro-

test march had been organized in Timişoara  with more than a hundred Ro-

manian journalists expressing their anxieties over the increased violence 

against journalists, an event that was reported in news forums around Europe 

and on web pages of a number of NGOs. The Romanian president at the 

time, Ion Iliescu, and Prime Minister Adrian Năstase had both officially 

condemned the assault (after Ambassador Guest had visited Ardelean in 

hospital). 

The delegates from Reporters Without Borders investigated this case fur-

ther and in an interview with the Romanian Minister of Interior and Public 

Administration, the delegates were told that everything had been done to 

track down the perpetrators: The minister claimed, for example, that more 

than eight hundred witnesses had been heard and that Europol, Interpol and 

the FBI had been requested for aid, without any evidence so far: ―[The mi-

nister] promised that the authorities would show ‗zero tolerance‘ toward the 

assailants, who would be punished ‗without any discrimination or political 

protection.‘‖ (RWB 2004: 6) Ino Ardelean, on the other hand, the report 

stated, was skeptical about the authorities‘ efforts, suggesting that they in 

fact already knew who did it: ―[Ardelean] objected to the very close ties that 

exist on the local level between the police, the PSD and the judges, saying 

‗Any journalist who may want to write something about this gang in a na-

tional newspaper will be assaulted the very next day‘‖ (ibid.). 

The Reporters Without Borders report put a lot of blame on the current 

government, the ruling party PSD and its network throughout the country. 

Tendencies of increased violence toward journalists narratively ran parallel 

to increased PSD monopolization and influence over the media, especially in 

the provinces. On a more general level, the problematic social relationship, 

Reporters Without Borders suggested, is the one between journalists and 

authorities, characterized by deep mutual mistrust. Journalists, on the one 

hand, told the delegates about the negative attitudes toward them by offi-

cials, about problems of access to public information and about the large 

number of law suits for libel they are subjected to. Officials, on the other 

hand, complained about journalists‘ lack of professionalism and what they 

perceived to be defamatory campaigns against them through the media. To 

some extent, Reporters Without Borders appeared not to take a stand here, in 

the sense that journalists too were blamed for not living up to professional 

standards. Bribes in the course of journalistic work, for instance, were de-
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scribed as a temptation that not all journalists seemed able to avoid. On the 

whole, however, it is not difficult to tease out the ideological stance in the 

report, or, putting it otherwise, the idea of universally valid standards of 

journalism and the model of mass media it rested upon. 

Although it was not clear exactly who harassed journalists in Romania 

and exactly for what reason, the political elite in Romania at the time of the 

report was reckoned as hardly favoring the necessary informational and ju-

risdictional climate for independent journalism to be realized, and in fact 

sometimes to the contrary. State-officials were not living up to expectations, 

it was said, and although individual journalists were put forth as bravely 

taking the risk of being harassed or assaulted while carrying out their as-

cribed tasks, the journalist community as a whole was said to be in need of 

further education. Mistrust between the two parties appeared as an obstacle 

to change, which made external intervention seem particularly needed. Four-

teen years after the so-called revolution in December 1989, Reporters With-

out Borders stated, Romania is ―still struggling‖—still struggling, that is, to 

fall sufficiently well in line with international standards of public communi-

cation through the media of mass communication. 

To Reporters Without Borders‘ local correspondent—who initiated the 

visit—the growing number of assaults and threats toward journalists made 

the situation in early 2004 appear as something of a crisis. Being a Roma-

nian investigative journalist himself, he had experienced increased difficul-

ties in carrying out his job, and he was also in conflict with a chief editor and 

a director of one of Romania‘s biggest newspapers. To have an international-

ly acknowledged actor such as Reporters Without Borders come to Romania 

to inquire into the situation was like calling in heavy artillery.46 Reporters 

Without Borders responded to his initiative in accordance with the organiza-

tion‘s stipulated motives; it mobilized forces and carried out investigations 

and interviews throughout Romania, set up press conferences in the capital 

city of Bucharest and used its global news and NGO network to address 

globally the Romanian case.  

After the actual inquiries and the writing up of the report, the effort 

peaked with the presence of Robert Menard—head of Reporters Without 

Borders and well known in activist circles throughout the world for his fight-

ing against press freedom violations and threats toward journalists—at the 

main press conference in Bucharest a few days after the report was released. 

                                                      
46 Interview 2007-05-22. 
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The press conference created some turmoil and also made a couple of public 

authorities take action in making some, at that point, particular information 

accessible to journalists that had earlier been hard to obtain.  

The Social Democratic Party was voted out of office in the elections that 

followed later that year, and this appeared to have put some end to the worst 

worries, and constituted a point where things subsequently started to get 

better. Following Reporters Without Borders‘ ―World Wide Press Freedom 

Index,‖ to use one global measure, Romania was ranked 58 in 2007, as com-

pared to 70 in 2004. 

Transnational NGO activism as de-territorialized investigative 

journalism 

I interpret the report not only as a product of a globally active NGO with an 

ambition to change the conditions for journalism in Romania, but as an ex-

ample of a kind of journalistic text with an expanded frame.47 Reporters 

Without Borders focused specifically on Romanian investigative journalists. 

While journalism in a general sense is often said to be the first rough draft of 

history, communications scholar Hugo de Burgh suggests that investigative 

journalism provides ―the first rough draft of legislation‖: ―It does so by 

drawing attention to failures within society‘s systems of regulation and to the 

ways in which those systems can be circumvented by the rich, the powerful 

and the corrupt‖ (de Burgh 2000: 3). Usually, this takes place within the 

confines of national borders; ―society‖ in this understanding is basically 

limited to a nation-state, correlating with a sovereign power. Public attention 

is drawn in national, regional and local media, and the citizens who are to 

enjoy the work of investigative journalists are basically those that can vote in 

the following general elections in a national constituency. In this ideal case, 

the ―public‖ is fairly well delineated, as is the issue of accountability. Fur-

thermore, it is in this national setting that journalism finds its most convinc-

ing ground. 

Reporters Without Borders is a globally active NGO, but the report I refer 

to can arguably be read as an investigative journalistic account along de 

Burgh‘s lines. It was carried out by people working as journalists in Western 

                                                      
47 After all, the authors of the report were reporters/journalists, describing themselves literally 
as reporters without borders as opposed to the reporters they were writing about, depicted as 
constrained by structural borders tied to the nation, set up by people acting in allegedly unde-
mocratic ways. 
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European countries or in Romania and who completed their evaluation 

project on the Reporters Without Borders‘ payroll. The methods and goals 

were similar to those that concern investigative journalism in a national con-

text: by means of investigations, interviews, and the publication of a text in a 

certain form and style, the report addressed abuses and political as well as 

professional shortcomings. At the end of the line was a focus on legislation: 

how are current laws in Romania safeguarding the work of journalists, and to 

what degree are they respected by state officials and journalists alike (al-

though the former category is more often in focus)? Not very well, according 

to the Reporters Without Borders report. 

Yet the report was produced within a different context than the national: 

that of a transnationally connected world, with legislative dimensions linked 

as much to the United Nations and the European Union (see below) as to 

domestic institutions, and code-of-conduct issues to international norms 

rather than those formulated by national unions of journalists or the like (cf. 

Eriksen 2005). It thus addressed local or national issues while it simulta-

neously spoke to and was expressive of larger ones. It was involved in mean-

ing-making processes of journalism in Romania, while also indicative of a 

wider dimension, especially a complex overlap between the spheres of jour-

nalism and NGOs when the perspective is lifted to that of Europe or the 

globe and when it concerns topics such as human rights. 

The report was not a journalistic piece, however, measured against the 

ideal Reporters Without Borders directly or indirectly lobby for in their ac-

count on the conditions of journalism in Romania. When the authors of the 

report switched from neutral recounting of facts to normative statements 

directed mostly at Romanian officials (see below), they deviated from the 

norm. And as for one of the principles included in the universal model—that 

of the right to reply (cf. Curran 1996)—one may wonder where exactly indi-

viduals who felt that they had been misquoted or treated in an unfair way in 

the report would turn to put forth their own views. Following this interpreta-

tion, what can one say about Reporters Without Borders‘ evaluation and its 

connection especially to objectivity and impartiality as crucial values of 

journalism? One could say that, first of all, the ―public‖ in this case is a 

somewhat more complicated matter. Second, that some situations seem to 

call for or allow that journalists leave behind professional ideals. 



 79 

New conditions for new world stories 

One of the questions I am concerned with in this thesis is how the kind of 

discursive acts such as the report by Reporters Without Borders, and the 

scenario I have described so far, can be understood and analyzed in connec-

tion to recent debates among a variety of scholars about the prospects of a 

transnational or global journalism, transnational public spheres or even a 

global one, connected to a global civil society.48 I shall develop what I have 

in mind in the sections that follow, from a different angle than that of Fras-

er‘s, discussed in Chapter 1. 

While journalism in Romania since 1989, as stated, has been and is de-

veloping partly in relation to a transnational or global context characterized 

especially by the ubiquitous spread of NGOs working on rights issues and 

the protection of journalists (see, e.g., Calhoun 2004; Fraser 2007; Keck and 

Sikkink 1998; Nash 2005), journalistic activity across the world (foreign 

reporting most significantly) has also had to face new challenges in handling 

issues with an increased cross-cultural and cross-national range (Hannerz 

2004). Two debates or processes thus run parallel to one another in relation 

to the object of study in this thesis: one centering on journalistic activity in 

building democracy in Romania and in other ―democratizing‖ countries or 

regions, the other on journalism in a broader sense (in Western countries 

especially), as a professional activity that has played an important role in 

modern democratic societies for decades. The latter has not experienced the 

kind of radical changes as in the former socialist countries, but has still had 

to face new challenges in the post-Cold War situation. 

The end of the Cold War meant the loss of an interpretative frame, the 

loss of a global story line that had earlier guided foreign reporting in particu-

lar (see Ekecrantz 1998; Hannerz 2004; Goldmann, Hannerz and Westin 

2000; Verdery 1996, 2000). The Cold War offered a certain grid through 

which conflicts around the world could be interpreted and narrativized (capi-

talism vs. communism). According to Hannerz, ―some stories now belong 

not in places or even regions, but in entities better seen as networks, center-

ing on particular issues and topics and extending through transnational 

space‖ (op.cit.: 206). In a similar vein related to security issues, Collier, La-

koff, and Rabinow suggest that the end of Cold War meant ―a shift in the 

                                                      
48 See Calhoun (2004), Eide et. al. (2008), Eriksen (2005), Fraser (2007), Hannerz (2004), 
Kaldor (2003), McLaughlin (2004), McNair (2002), Sparks (1998), Thussu (1998), and 
Volkmer (2005). 
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focus of security planners from superpower confrontation to polymorphous 

new threats which are yet to be fully defined‖ (2004: 3). 

Changing conditions and increased interconnectivity across borders since 

the Cold War ended have blurred boundaries between traditionally clear-cut 

sections within the news industry: foreign news, financial news, cultural 

news and domestic politics (cf. Schudson 1995: 13), and between activities 

such as journalism and NGO work. There is little doubt that news industries 

still occupy a central place as agencies of information brokerage about cur-

rent affairs globally and locally (Boyer and Hannerz 2006). Yet they have 

had to undertake some ―journalistic retooling‖ (Hannerz 2004: 204) in order 

to build up new competencies for the kind of issues that tend to involve and 

affect people across national and cultural borders in new Changing condi-

tions has also meant an expansion of the scope for public opinion—national 

public spheres have become increasingly intertwined with global ones (cf. 

Fraser 2007). Global warming, global terrorism, HIV, human trafficking, 

and migration are among the most clear examples of issues with such trans-

national characteristics. Although intricately tied to news production itself, 

the security of journalists across the globe may qualify as belonging to this 

category, making the protection of journalists in Romania part of a global 

story. 

Assemblage of global media development 

Through the report by Reporters Without Borders, a scenario unfolds where 

democratic progress in Romania appears to depend on the security of jour-

nalists. It also draws some framing contours of an interconnected world 

where state regimes are operating within a larger assemblage of governance 

composed of networks of transnational NGOs and other international organi-

zations (Inda 2005), to what Gupta and Ferguson (2005) refer to as an 

emerging system of transnational government. The ―governmentality litera-

ture,‖ with Inda‘s term (2005: 9), to which this perspective belongs and to 

which anthropologists like Inda, Gupta and Ferguson, and many others have 

contributed with perceptive research, is inspired by Foucault‘s work on 

modern government, concerned with the exercising of authority over the 

conduct of human beings and populations.49 The usage of ―government‖ in 

this literature, according to Inda, ―designates not just the activities of the 

                                                      
49 See, e.g., Collier and Ong (2005), Dean (1999), Foucault (2000), Inda (2005), Rabinow 
(2003, 2005), Rose (2001), and Rose and Miller (1992). 
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state and its institutions but more broadly any rational effort to influence or 

guide the conduct of human beings through acting upon their hopes, desires, 

circumstances, or environment‖ (2005: 1). 

Gupta and Ferguson point out how the Foucauldian concept of govern-

mentality has been used, by Foucault and in research that follows his theoret-

ical path, to focus on mechanisms that were mainly national in scope. They 

propose ―to extend the discussion to modes of government that are being set 

up on a global scale‖ (op.cit: 115). In the report I refer to in this chapter, a 

―conduct of conduct‖ (Dean 1999:10; Foucault 1982) could be seen as being 

at stake in Gupta and Ferguson‘s extended sense: Reporters Without Borders 

acts as an external watchdog over the conduct of the Romanian state con-

cerning matters of public information and communication, and condemns 

some of its behaviour as deviating from European or international norms and 

standards. The Romanian state is thus drawn into a larger whole, a ―global 

moral economy‖ with Hastrup‘s term (2003: 318), in which its dealings with 

fundamental things connected to journalism—freedom of expression most 

significantly—becomes an issue that transcends the Romanian geographical 

border. 

Simultaneously, the report is an exercise in knowledge production that al-

so draws the journalists into a realm of professionalism with an extended 

range and a wider frame of reference concerning ethically correct behavior. 

Addressing journalists, editors, media executives, politicians and state-

bureaucrats—important nodes in an informational and cultural landscape in 

which Romanian citizenship and identity is continuosly being formed—

Reporters Without Borders‘ report could be said to qualify as a ―rational 

effort to influence or guide the conduct of human beings‖ (Inda, op.cit.). 

Norm and discipline 

Norms, Foucault (1979) argues, comprise one important aspect or process by 

which the conduct of a population is governed. The report by Reporters 

Without Borders includes several norm-giving references, some more exact 

than others, that puts journalism in Romania into a certain perspective. Apart 

from explicit references to European standards, the report points to recom-

mendations formulated by the Organization for Security and Cooperation in 

Europe (OSCE), and to expectations of decisive measures put forth by the 

European Parliament‘s rapporteur on Romania in the EU membership nego-

tiations taking place at the time. If mainly European in scope, toward the end 
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of the report Reporters Without Borders ―advises journalists to act responsi-

bly and to scrupulously adhere to the profession‘s code of ethics‖ (RWB 

2004: 16), where the unspecified usage of the words ―profession‖ and ―code 

of ethics‖ arguably represents a scaling-up of the referential level to that of 

the globe. 

The report was placed in Reporters Without Borders‘ web-based archive 

alongside other reports that concerned evaluations of other countries—a 

web-based interface that described the whereabouts of the world‘s journalists 

in their different national locations, and thus giving the reader a sense of the 

degree of freedom of expression in the world as a whole. Published on the 

organization‘s website while also electronically spread to news media across 

the world, the Reporters Without Borders report on Romania spoke urgently 

and transpublicly of a particular case.50 Taking into account that the visit had 

been co-organized with representatives of a Romanian NGO (in turn part of 

a national movement for the protection of journalists), Reporters Without 

Borders could be seen as having mediated their case to the world (see, e.g., 

Keck and Sikkink 1998; Nash 2005). Carrying out their investigations and 

making their findings and conclusions globally public—that Romanian jour-

nalists were under threat—the delegates of Reporters Without Borders thus 

intervened in domestic politics and put pressure on the Romanian govern-

ment to secure the working conditions of journalists. Seen this way, the visit 

and the report correspond with a common view that the activity of globally 

active NGOs carry hopes for freedom (Keck and Sikkink op.cit.; cf. Tsing 

2005: 4-5), or that they are ―doing good‖ (Fisher 1997).  

Alternatively, the organization‘s visit to Romania and the publicity that 

followed can be seen as an example of recent formations of new kinds of 

disciplinary power (see, e.g. Foucault 1979; Gupta and Ferguson 2005; Ra-

binow 2003). A quote from the report might be said to attest to this perspec-

tive: Referring to an interview with head of the public service institution 

Radio Romania, during which accusations of censorship by the radio had 

been discussed, the authors of the report wrote that 
 
when Reporters without Borders warned him not to be tempted to take up the 
old habits of some bygone era, the director of the state-owned radio station 

                                                      
50 The force of the dissemination to news media should be understood against Reporters 
Without Borders organizational structure, with many journalists in influential positions in 
news organizations across the world themselves being passive or active members of Reporters 
Without Borders. Arguably, this enhances the chances of the organization‘s reports to pass 
through the news production evaluation machinery.  
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retorted: ―Sometimes I have the impression that journalists haven‘t changed 
either since Ceausescu !‖ (RWB 2004: 13) 
 

A warning to a director of a state-run public service media institution; the 

use of the terms ―tempted,‖ ―old habits,‖ and ―bygone era‖; and the docu-

mentation of a high-ranking official blaming others with a lower rank for 

having failed in adapting to the new situation—these words and images have 

a generative force in the process of constituting journalism in Romania as an 

object of knowledge (cf. Verdery 1996: 204). Measured against international 

or European standards, the conditions for journalistic work in Romania ap-

pears as a problem. The report states that the situation is not normal and that 

it reveals instances of ―unacceptable behaviour‖ (RWB 2004: 6). Romania is 

not yet there, media practitioners and state officials are still learning (or need 

to be taught), and steps remain to be taken in a progressive direction toward 

an ideal situation defined by these standards. 

Through this act of addressing, defining and presenting solutions, res-

ponses or recommendations to decision-makers and executives in the Roma-

nian official apparatus, as well as to journalists, certain values are imposed 

onto Romania and Romanians (cf. Hemment 1998), while a global norm is 

simultaneously processed. The disciplining aspect, following Rabinow, lies 

not foremost in the way the delegates of Reporters Without Borders proceed 

during the interview or in the formulations of the report, but in the way cer-

tain historical characteristics provide ―a grid of intelligibility which enable 

those engaged in action to proceed in a way that seems intelligible to them‖ 

(Rabinow 2003: 335). 

Summary: Public sphere, ritual, and governance 

In this chapter and in Chapter 1, I have discussed three approaches to the 

report on Romania by Reporters Without Borders, and to journalism more 

generally. First, Habermas‘s classic conceptualization of the public sphere 

draws attention to the construction of formalized spaces for rational delibera-

tion and involves a view of the activity of journalists as constituting ideally 

an important part in safeguarding a viable national democracy. Journalists 

are seen as delivering necessary material for the formation of public opinion, 

thus supplying important means by which elected officials and powerful 

groups can be held accountable to larger populations. Fraser‘s work on the 

transnationalization of public spheres reveals some of the problems of this 

approach, showing, for example, that the formation of public opinion is no-
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wadays a somewhat more complex issue than Habermas‘s theory can ac-

count for. Others, like Mcguigan (1998), criticize Habermas‘s idealistic con-

ceptualization, and suggest his theory implies too rigid a model of how pub-

lic culture relates to public sphere. Yet theories of the public sphere involve 

conceptual tools that are still useful for an exploration of how the organiza-

tion of journalism and the mass media in post-Cold War Romania can be 

understood and monitored; whether they are democratic or not.  

Second, from the perspective of a ritual or cultural approach, questions 

can be asked about the very existence of journalism and the mass media in 

society, the weight and importance put on them, and about transcendent val-

ues and wider frameworks of understanding involved in the actions they 

entail. Mass media and journalism carry with them strong social functions 

related to the way societies are ―mediated‖ (Couldry 2005), and how people 

come to think of themselves as belonging to collective units. The term ritual 

points to the hightened significance some forms of action have. As a verb, to 

ritualize means appealing to a more embracing authoritative order than that 

given by the immediate situation, and a strive to naturalize it. How this is 

done, and the social consequences it has for particular groups are questions 

included in this approach. Couldry speaks about ‖the myth of the mediated 

center‖ in this respect, concerning the assumption that there is a center to 

social world and that media in some sense speaks of that center. Journalists 

have traditionally occupied a central place in relation to this. In the age of 

media digitalization, as I have described, the precise reference point for this 

center is changing. 

Third, theories of governance and governmentality concern organized 

practices through which subjects are governed. A governmentality approach 

works on the part of the journalists as a kind of ―technologists of the self‖ 

(Wolfe 2005: 18), in the sense that the images and texts they provide has the 

potential of influencing the conduct of both individuals and the formation 

and conduct of modern government. In the last sections of this chapter, I 

interpreted the report by Reporters Without Borders as expressive of how 

this kind of governance is working on a transnational scale.  

In the next chapter, I turn focus more promptly to the Romanian mass 

media and journalism field by attending to a dense site of journalistic prac-

tice, and a gigantic architectural expression of the belief in the mass media 

as constituting a centre of society: the Free Press House. 



 85 

3. Free Press House, Stalinist Style 

Casa Presei Libere (the Free Press House), or Casa Scînteii (the House of the 

Spark) as the communist regime officially named it at its inauguration in 

1956, is situated at one end of a big boulevard stretching toward downtown 

Bucharest. It is the largest site of journalistic activity in Romania, and much 

of what made up Bucharest-based journalism at the time of my fieldwork 

could be studied at this place. Since 1989, the building has been transformed 

from the communist party‘s centralized polygraphic complex (news, films, 

books etc.)—mostly known for being the place where the party newspaper 

Scînteia was produced—to a kind of office hotel where a large part of the 

post-1989 national press and other media institutions reside, private ones as 

well as state-run. There were of course many other places in Bucharest 

where news production of the day were taking place (some of which I at-

tended), but after having spent time in several news offices in the Free Press 

House and meeting journalists working there, I came to think of this specific 

building as an illustrative ethnographic crossroads between different ideas 

and practices of journalism that have influenced or conditioned the devel-

opment of Romanian journalism since 1989, and as a place where many of 

the aspects that make the media and journalism field so complex and inter-

esting are basically gathered under the same roof.51 

The house stands out as a central symbol or object involved in processes 

of investing journalism and the media in Romania with meaning, from both a 

domestic and an external viewpoint: its historical past (the house as a ma-

terial form originally rendered meaningful during the early days of the Ro-

manian socialist era), the dynamic present (characterized especially by the 

immense growth in the 1990s of media outlets in the new market economy-

based situation), the developmental flaws and achievements of recent years 

(in terms of business or free speech, for example), and not least the linkages 

                                                      
51 I will mainly use ―Free Press House‖ when referring to the post-1989 situation and ―Casa 
Scînteii‖ when the context is that of the socialist years and when the original socialist plan of 
the building is at stake.    
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of the building to an increased transnationally connected world of news and 

information as well as to NGO activism on issues of free speech and the 

protection of journalists. In this respect, it was interesting to note that among 

the people I met in Romania and with whom I talked about journalism, the 

old name Casa Scînteii  (associated with the party paper) was frequently 

used when referring to the building, rather than Casa Presei Libere (Free 

Press House) which has been the official name since the changes in 1989—

hinting at how the house was conceived of in terms of cultural memory.  

As for a global, external, or Western viewpoint, the house may serve as an 

image of an ―utterly other place‖ (paraphrasing Kideckel 1998), correspond-

ing with Western scholarly accounts on journalism in Romania or in the 

Soviet or post-Soviet hemisphere more broadly (cf. Sparks 1997). The 

otherness lies in the way socialist mass media and journalism—and thus the 

house as one potent symbol of this field—were portrayed during the Cold 

War as the opposite of its Western counterparts. According to Thomas C 

Wolfe, 
 
the Cold War helped establish the naturalness of judgments about the func-
tional role of information within democratic capitalist societies and about the 
need to extend the model of the capitalist mass media throughout the world. 
The ideas that organized the Soviet press appeared as the antithesis of those 
ideals of impartiality, fairness, and clarity required if national elites were to 
lead their countries away from the communist temptation and toward capital-
ist freedom. (Wolfe 2005: 11)52  
 

Nowadays, in NGO reports, media coverage and scholarly accounts, Roma-

nian journalism is often pictured as burdened with its history, with elements 

of ―communist behavior‖ still around, and as inhabited by undemocratic, 

still-learning and often corrupt journalists, editors, media owners or politi-

cians (see e.g. Coman and Gross 2006; Gallagher 2005; Gross 1996, 2002). 

Also, it is pictured as a context where one finds a segment of NGO activists 

working toward democratization of the media sphere, backed up by Western 

organizations and informed by Western ideals, thus discursively offering a 

locus of identification for Western initiatives engaged in development and 

standardization or normalization of journalism in Romania.53 

                                                      
52 Wolfe writes about the Cold War generally and the press in the Soviet Union specifically. It 
should be noted that Soviet domination over Romania in the beginning of the socialist era 
(1947-1989) was significant and lasted well into the end of the 1960s (see Carey 2004; 
Hitchins 1994; Verdery 1991). 
53 Kideckel uses ―utter otherness‖ in relation to postsocialist Europe to designate a need on 
behalf of Westerners—ever since Europe diverged in the sixteenth century during the forma-



 87 

The Romanian state is currently present in the building by owning it and 

by running the country‘s second largest news agency in the east wing of the 

house. The so-called media barons occupy several floors and sections where 

they operate some of their news organizations. There is one journalist organ-

ization in the building (calling itself an NGO), and—most significantly—

hundreds of practicing journalists.  

In what follows, I explore this house as a way of approaching the situa-

tion of mass media and journalism in Romania around the year 2002 (with 

some updating with more recent changes). I start with a historical back-

ground to contextualize the house within a longer time span than that of the 

years between 1989 and today. Focus is here set on the original socialist plan 

of the building and I also account for some of the political and mass media 

context at that time. This is followed by a descriptive and ethnographically 

oriented account of the current situation, leading up to a section where I 

present two short cases based on interviews with and participant observation 

of journalists who were working in the building at the time of my fieldwork. 

The purpose of this section is to give some sense of what it is like to work in 

the house today, an ambition that extends into Chapter 4 where I also move 

beyond the building itself and account for conversations with and studies of 

journalists working elsewhere. Lastly, I draw attention to the so-called ―for-

mers,‖ a category of media players linked to ―media barons,‖ and to the Ro-

manian Press Club, conceptualized as the current elite.54 

Before 1989 

The Free Press House is one of the largest buildings in Bucharest and resem-

bles the Moscow State University and the Warsaw Palace of Culture in its 

Stalinist architectural style (or Soviet socialist realism). Its location at the 

outskirts of the immediate center of Bucharest is worth mentioning in some 

detail since getting there from downtown Bucharest represents a short lesson 

                                                                                                                             
tion of the modern world—to distinguish itself from the physically proximate (in geographical 
and ―racial‖ terms) but culturally, economically and politically distant regions or peoples of 
the East, a distinction accentuated during the Cold War (cf. Buchowski 2006; Todorova 1997; 
Wolff 1994). 
54The expression ―formers‖ is used by Romanian investigative journalists Ştefan Cândea and 
Sorin Ozon who also uses ―media dinosaurs,‖ and—a common expression colloquially—
―media barons‖ (Cândea and Ozon 2005. Cf. IFJ 1999; Berry 2005). It denotes a group of 
middle-aged men with experience from the media sector during socialist times, and who 
succesfully established themselves as journalists, editors, chief editors, and managers in the 
post-1989 media landscape. 
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in Romanian history until 1989:55 Leaving Piaţa Victoriei (Victory Square) 

and heading north on Calea  Victoriei (Victory Street)—both named after the 

victory over the Turks and Romania‘s independence in 1877—one ends up 

at a big triumphal arc, built to commemorate soldiers who died in World 

War I. Through the arc, the Free Press House is visible at a distance.  

 

 
Casa Scînteii/The House of the Spark, mid-1980s. A statue of Lenin in front.                    

(Photo by Scott Edelman) 

 

As a point in the original socialist city plan from the end of the 1940s, it was 

supposed to symbolize the final end: getting there, one has historically tra-

veled from 1877 (national independence), through 1918 (when Romania was 

geographically at its largest due to land gains in the World War I peace trea-

ty) and up to 1944 (the year when Romania was connected to Soviet social-

ism, by changing sides in World War II from the Axis to the Allies, which 

after the Yalta peace conference meant being part of the socialist sphere of 

the Soviet Union). 

The building project manifested a new political order, what was said to be 

a move away from a mainly agrarian country to a modern industrial one, and 

                                                      
55 The ―lesson‖ is put forth by Swedish art historian Anders Åman in his book ―Architecture 
and Ideology in Eastern Europe During the Stalin Era‖ (1992), one of the few publications on 
the topic. I draw most of the following historico-architectural and analytical account of the 
original socialist planning of the house on Åman‘s work, originally published in Swedish in 
1987 (the edition I am using) and based on his research carried out in Bucharest and other 
cities in the former East bloc countries in the 1970s and 80s.  
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not least was Casa Scînteii built and designed to mark the important role of 

communication and political propaganda in the new socialist situation. Ideal-

ly, the house was to be viewed from a southern angle, where its grandiosity 

and ideological connotations would be aesthetically most clearly at display. 

Once there, furthermore, it was to be understood that there was nothing be-

hind it: the front façade was to face a prosperous modern future whereas the 

backyard designated a kind of raw material of traditional past that was to be 

dealt with and worked on polygraphically in the house, especially through 

national and international news, important discursive nodes in the construc-

tion of any modern national identity (cf. Anderson 1991). In fact, the back 

side of the building, through a monumental entrance in the original plan 

(never realized), is where the workers would enter. If at that point in history 

one would linger beyond the house and further north—speaking symbolical-

ly and according to the plan—one would thus meet workers coming from 

―nowhere‖ and heading the other way, toward the large and beautifully de-

signed building into which they would enter through a magnificent gate and 

lend their labor to the state-run manufacturing of news and other mass me-

diated messages, with the overall goal of supporting and creating a good and 

true society. Coming this way, entering the house and doing the work they 

did, the workers would manifest one manufacturing instance of the ideologi-

cal project of ―The New Man.‖ 

In terms of its completeness as a polygraphic media complex, the size and 

design of the building made Casa Scînteii  into one of the more spectacular 

architectural projects of its time. Things changed rapidly during the first 

decade of socialist Romania, however, and by the time the building was 

completed, which was also at a time when Stalin had died and de-

Stalinization was under way in the Soviet Union, it had lost most of its po-

tential to become a model for further projects in the region. Stalin‘s death 

and the political development made it less interesting in terms of architectur-

al style, even ―kitsh‖ according to some contemporary architects (Åman 

1987: 141). Nevertheless, the house came to serve the Romanian communist 

regime for almost half a century as a center for the production of news, 

books, films and other media, mostly along the lines of political propaganda 

(Aumente 1999; Coman and Gross 2006; Gross 1996, 1999). 
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Stalinist style, state control 

Stalinist architectural style, to which the Free Press House belongs, is a wide 

concept referring to architectural design in the Soviet Union and socialist 

Europe approximately between 1933 and 1955.56 It is linked to the political 

and economic system named after Josef Stalin, including a certain usage of 

propaganda to establish a personality cult around an absolute dictator. A 

general feature of Stalinist architectural style is the use of architecture in 

buildings and city planning as a means of defining the individual person in 

relation to an overarching state.  

 

 
The Free Press House, 2007. (Photos by author) 

Rather than involving distinct appearances, it was an architecture that re-

sulted from the way the state communicated with the masses through its 

constructions. Grandiose monumentalism, patriotic art details, and tradition-

al motifs are common, with the effect of making individuals small and insig-

nificant in relation to an omnipresent nation-state with a monopoly on deli-

vering the truth. 

Casa Scînteii exemplifies this. It is large and tall, with a centrally placed 

tower stretching high up in the air. Inside, long corridors link many small 

rooms where journalists and other employees were at work. In the middle of 

the building complex, a large hall for representational events (concerts, for 

example) was placed.57 The house was designed in accordance with the com-

bination of socialist realism and national traditionalism typical of the style. 

The idea was to have it socialist in content and national in form and in Casa 

Scînteii one finds Byzantine and Turkish traditional elements incorporated in 

exterior details, elements thought of as being part of the Romanian heritage 

                                                      
56Apart from Åman (1992), see the works by anthropologists Buchli (1999) and Holston 
(1989).  
57 After 1989, the Bucharest Stock Exchange rented this particular space. 
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of building tradition. Inside, work was organized along strictly ideological 

lines and meticulously controlled by the communist party. 

The construction process started a few years after the communists offi-

cially took over the rule of Romania in 1948, at a point when Soviet influ-

ence over the Romanian administration was significant, due to the outcome 

of World War II (see Hitchins 1994). There had been several competitions 

among architects in the country, leading up to the appointment of a group led 

by Horia Maicu, who shortly thereafter went to Moscow to discuss and ne-

gotiate the project with Soviet colleagues and officials. Definitely closing a 

chapter in the country‘s history characterized by a vivid, pluralistic and po-

litically activist press, especially during the interwar (see Aumente 1999), 

the new building organized a production of news controlled by the state.58 At 

the time just before the changes in 1989, more than forty years after the 

house was put in use, the activity in the building was nearly like the one 

originally planned: it housed five national daily newspapers (the two main 

ones with circulations steadily above one million, another two in the minori-

ty languages of Hungarian and German, and a fifth addressing a younger 

audience), a small number of weeklies and monthlies, the state-owned news 

agency Agerpres, the main census organization, publishing houses, printing 

machines, and a few state-owned film production companies. The Ministry 

of Culture had one floor in the central part of the building. 

Party activism 

The Free Press House is thus the location where the Romanian communist 

party used to operate its central information and communication apparatus 

during almost half a century, and where a large part of the Romanian pre-

1989 journalists had their workplace. An assignment as journalist in the 

building during the 1970s and 80s most often meant having undergone train-

ing in the party‘s program to become ―communist fighters‖ and ―party activ-

ists‖—the journalist‘s role according to the then-president and party-

secretary Nicolae Ceauşescu (see Gross 1996). This role was officially or-

                                                      
58 Besides Aumente (1999) and Gross (1996, 1999), I draw on my own material. Several 
journalists whom I interviewed referred to the interwar period as one that a democratically 
minded journalist could turn to for inspiration. For a rich autobiographical account that to 
some extent captures the journalistic or publicity climate of the late interwar years, see Sebas-
tian (2003). See also Coman and Gross (2006), who suggest that the 1920s was a period of 
―brief flirtation with quasi-democracy,‖ and Verdery (1991), documenting the highly politi-
cized character of the publications of that time. 
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dained in press laws during the 1960s and 70s and followed generally along 

the lines of the organization of communist propaganda and public communi-

cation developed earlier by Soviet ideologues and bureaucrats. Special go-

vernmental bodies in the Romanian bureaucracy—e.g. a so called Press Sec-

tion of the Central Committee of the Communist Party, or ―leadership coun-

cils‖—regulated anything related to television, radio and printed material, 

and defined the task and limitations of the journalists‘ work (Coman and 

Gross 2006; Gross 1996). 

Those who took up positions as journalists were supposed to contribute 

with all their abilities to the achievement of the sociopolitical functions of 

the press as established in Romanian Communist Party documents. They 

were expected to serve the cause of communism and fight to promote the 

revolutionary spirit in all facets of socialist life and against everything that 

might curb the forward movement of the society. Journalists were not sup-

posed to write about things as they were, but as they should be. They were 

forbidden to publish or broadcast material that was hostile to the constitution 

of the Socialist Republic of Romania, contained attacks against the socialist 

order or against the Romanian communist party, or which defamed the lea-

dership of the state and the party (Coman and Gross 2006; Gross 1996. See 

also Brucan 1992; Petcu 2002). 

Before the material gathered and compiled by journalists turned into ar-

ticles in the press, it was chosen and proofread by party officials, who were 

placed at several points in the hierarchy and editorial process: as a decisive 

post from which the daily activities were organized and topics of the day 

delivered to editors-in-chief and other bureau employees; as executive 

groups following and taking part in the actual production; and as an auditory 

station at the end of the day—proofreading, cutting, adding.  

At the end of the 1970s, President Ceauşescu strengthened his control 

over the media by placing it more or less under his and his wife Elena‘s di-

rect influence and appointing one of his brothers to be in charge of various 

media institutions. This move resembled developments in the Soviet Union 

during the Stalin era with mass media practically becoming an instrument of 

the ruler himself, rather than serving a more general socialist or communist 

agenda; an instrument that was often used in a totalitarian way. In the Soviet 

Union, Stalin frequently used the press to condemn persons with opposing 

views. As for Romania, Nicolae Ceauşescu ―immersed himself in all points 

of control of the media‖ (Aumente 1999:57). 



 93 

From underground to officialdom 

The former name, ―Casa Scînteii‖ (the house of the Spark), has a clear con-

nection to Soviet communism. It can be traced back to Iskra, the name (also 

meaning spark) of a Russian political newspaper, founded and edited by 

Lenin and published by him and other Russian emigrants (Trotsky among 

them) for the first time in Leipzig in 1900 and subsequently for a short pe-

riod in Munich, London, and Geneva (the newspaper was smuggled across 

the border to Russia). Iskra‟s motto was taken from 19th century poet Vla-

dimir Odoevsky‘s famous line, ―A spark will kindle a flame,‖ from a poem 

he wrote as a reply to Pushkin‘s ―Deep in Siberia‘s Mines,‖ a poetic message 

to the so-called Decembrists who had been deported to Siberia as a punish-

ment for their rebellion against autocracy. Several of the members of the 

Iskra editorial group were involved in planning and initiating the revolution 

in Russia in 1917. The publication of Iskra ended in 1905. A few years later, 

some members of the group joined Trotsky in the start-up of Pravda.59 

Iskra was thus emblematic of early communist movement and ideology 

and similar publications appeared at this time and later in several other Eu-

ropean countries. This was the case with Scînteia, the main party newspaper 

during the communist years in Romania, and the most important publication 

compiled in the Casa Scînteii building. The first Romanian paper with this 

name was edited by Romanian revolutionaries in Bolshevist Russia and ap-

peared for a short time around 1919 in the city of Odessa where there was a 

small community of ethnic Romanians. It reemerged as the official voice of 

the Romanian communist party in 1931, published clandestinely in Buchar-

est until 1940 when relations between the Soviet Union and Romania made 

such projects dangerous, again due to the circumstances of World War II. 

After the Romanian fascist regime dissolved in 1944 it reappeared again as 

the main forum for Romanian communist politics, becoming the official 

paper of the communist party in 1948. 

The circumstances under which Iskra, Scînteia and other publications 

were produced were exceptional, and the brief historical account I give here 

corresponds with a fascinating scenario of how fields of mass media were 

intricately connected to political developments on national as well as inter-

national scales. The publications first appeared as self-published grassroots 

work and later, within a relatively short period of time, as state-sanctioned 

official newspapers of the ruling parties, with circulations multiplying some-

                                                      
59 The data on Iskra builds on Carr (1950). 
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times several hundreds of times (as in the case of Scînteia). The early ver-

sions of Scînteia had the character of what later was to be called samizdats: 

it was oppositional, produced by a small number of political activists and 

distributed through unofficial links. A revolution in Russia indirectly made 

Iskra the official voice in the new public sphere. A world war paved the way 

for Scînteia likewise to reach officialdom practically overnight. 

Today 

A glance at the front facade of the Free Press House in 2002 indicates a radi-

cally different situation than that of the communist years, with company 

flags, logos and banners scattered on the walls, representing a variety of 

commercial media institutions that run their news businesses in the house.  

 

 
Casa Presei Libere/Free Press House, October 2007. (Photo by author) 

 

If the original socialist plan was to have the house define an ideological-

architectural endpoint of the city, nowadays the northern parts of Bucharest 

is where one finds one of the posh areas (Băneasa) of the Romanian nou-

veaux riches and the bourgeoning middle and upper-middle class, a symbolic 



 95 

token of there being no ―nowhere‖ behind the house anymore, at least not for 

those who have fared well financially in the 1990s. 

Further north one also finds the city‘s main airport, modernized with 

some financial support from the EU. As a foreigner enters the city by plane 

and travels from the airport to the city center by bus or car, the Free Press 

House appears halfway on the right side as one of the first buildings marking 

the approach of the downtown area. Having reached this point, the visitor 

will already have had the chance to experience plenty of mass-mediated 

messages through the immensely saturated advertisement scenery along the 

road—with hundreds of large billboards delivering catchy and colorful mes-

sages—or through some of the many radio stations occupying the airwave 

media landscape. A visitor having some knowledge of what the house stood 

for before 1989 might view it as a historical tourism site of sorts. He or she 

may also know where to go and see the statue of Lenin that used to be placed 

in front of the building (torn down in May 1990 and dumped in the backyard 

of a small palace outside town). 

As for the average Bucharest citizens—again speaking symbolically and 

with reference to the socialist city-plan—they may no longer fear or find it 

meaningless to head north past the building. In fact, they do so in large num-

bers to connect to other parts of the world, via the airport, for example (the 

former traveling restrictions are gone, as are the 1990s visa requirements for 

entry into European countries). This increased traffic of business and leisure 

traveling, and its implications for a new Romanian or European identity, is 

one among many topics used commercially by several of the newspapers and 

glossy magazines nowadays residing in the Free Press House, who are taking 

stock of trends in contemporary Romania on their own terms, building up 

their own specific readerships and gaining advertisement revenues as they 

are, whether this be through objective reporting, feature articles with a sub-

jective touch or semi-objective, semi-advertisement type of texts.  

The Free Press House, as of 2002, is thus surrounded by a whole set of 

different social phenomena and human behavior, and by an overall trans-

formed framework for processes of identity-formation and citizenship—with 

intricate connections to the world of mass media manifested in the public 

spheres of advertisement, radio waves, press images, and city planning. The 

house does not function as an end-point anymore. Neither did it remain a 

historical relic contrasting with the new situation. It is part of it in several 

ways. 
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Name-switches, new ownership structures and new occupational 

pathways 

Switching the name from Casa Scînteii  to Casa Presei Libere (The Free 

Press House) symbolizes how apparently easy it was then, right after the 

December 1989 riots, to declare that times had changed and that Romanian 

media institutions were now free. The name switch was indicative of some 

change, some fresh winds of hope for freedom and democracy, some wishful 

thinking about the power of words and labels, and some political correctness 

in the face of a Western world where financial support for structural change 

(and for independent media more directly) was soon made available. Behind 

this semiotic message lay a set of thoroughgoing changes occurring early on 

after 1989 and throughout the 1990s. 

From the perspective of constitutional reformation, the activity going on 

inside the Free Press House in 2002 had been adjusted in accordance with 

new legislation connected to the media branch, such as freedom to start op-

erating news organizations, freedom of expression, the right to establish 

educational centers in journalism, and the right to create unions. The owner-

ship status and the legislative and professional conditions behind each outlet 

residing in the house, on the whole, were thus radically different from what 

the original intentions with the building implied, likewise with the career 

path leading to a position as journalist in any of the news offices today. 

There were at least four educational institutions in Bucharest offering full 

programs for a degree in journalism in 2002—both private and state-run—

and a degree in journalism was rarely obligatory to achieve a position. Sev-

eral news organizations used probation time as a principle of recruitment 

(sometimes paid, sometimes unpaid), and many of the young journalists I 

spoke to, and who were employed by some of the companies residing in the 

house, lacked journalism education and came instead from law school, eco-

nomics or political science. Many of them had basically walked into one of 

the offices and asked to be granted some time to show their ability. This 

recruitment procedure gave, on the one hand, some freedom for ―wanna-be‖ 

journalists to enter the market. On the other hand, it gave employers an op-

portunity to staff part of their news organizations with low-paid labor who, 

in addition, were less willing or able to claim their professional rights if 

things did not turn out well for them, and where ending contracts (if they 

were ever written) was rarely a problem for the bosses. In any case, the path 
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for potential employment had altered; the house could be entered in several 

ways.  

Many of the generation of journalists who started working in the Free 

Press House right after the changes in 1989 (before training was available) 

were engineers. This was due to the fact that the polytechnical faculties and 

the job market for engineers were the largest and most prosperous in com-

munist Romania, offering the safest choice for a viable career. The immense 

growth of the media market during the first years of the 1990s attracted 

many engineers, since many of them had commenced or finished their uni-

versity education for pragmatic reasons but often had a side interest in social 

and cultural matters, an interest some of them had been able to keep up with 

before 1989 due to the occurrence of student journals at many faculties, as 

well as cultural and literary magazines, with small circulations and some 

freedom toward the authorities. These journals were claimed by many I 

spoke to as the only ―truly journalistic schools‖ available during communist 

times. In addition, many large industries had to close down early on after the 

changes, which meant that engineers, by sheer statistics, constituted a large 

group among those looking for a job (cf. Coman and Coman 1995). 

Among the pre-1989 media institutions in the house, the two dailies 

Scînteia and România Liberă survived the revolutionary changes and were 

privatized. The national news agency Agerpres remained a state-owned 

business with some changes at the top, as was the case with the state-owned 

distribution company Rodipet, delivering publications throughout the coun-

try.60 Lots of new newspapers saw the light and some of them moved into the 

house, and foreign news organizations opened affiliated offices. In 2002, 

there were more than thirty different dailies, weeklies and monthlies in the 

house. The state still administered the building and an obvious benefit for the 

residents was that rents were low compared to office space rates downtown. 

During the hectic days at the end of December 1989, the work at the for-

mer party paper Scînteia was kept up alongside negotiations among leading 

figures of the paper on how to reorganize it. Switching the name from 

Scînteia first to Scînteia Poporului (The Spark of the People) and only days 

                                                      
60 Agerpres changed its name to Rompres in early 1990. However, the former name was taken 
up again in 2008. These particular name changes can be seen as ironic in several ways. Ager-
pres was the name of the news agency during communist times, but if one suspects that some 
people will now, as of 2009, associate the current news agency with communism, it needs to 
be taken into account that Agerpres was established in 1889. Furthermore, Rompres was the 
name of a small clandestine news agency belonging to the Romanian Communist Party before 
1928 (see Coman and Gross 2006).  
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later to Adevărul (The Truth, picking up the name from one of the first 19th 

century newspapers with a national reach), while also adding ―Independent‖ 

in the logotype, was the most obvious change that quickly came about. Some 

of the party-compromised people left, and the new board was organized 

around a mixture of former employees and people from outside, some who 

had been detained for dissidence during the last years of communist regime. 

Ownership during the early 1990s was divided mainly between persons be-

longing to the editorial staff. Several reorganizations occurred throughout 

the 1990s, headed throughout most of the period by editor-in-chief Dumitru 

Tinu who started accumulating shares of the company after 1992, eventually 

ending up with 75 percent at the time of his unexpected death in 2001 (see 

Coman and Gross 2006: 80). He and his staff managed to convert the paper 

into a modern successful business, and many domestic and foreign commen-

tators regarded it as one of the top professional newspapers in the country, of 

international standard except on one topic—the Hungarian minority, which 

occasionally was subjected to nationalistic propaganda (Gallagher 2001). 

Adevărul‟s main competitor, România Liberă, occupied the third floor in 

the West wing, a few steps away from Adevărul‟s entrance, and like 

Adevărul had some seventy journalists employed in 2002. România Liberă 

was established in the 1870s and remained in business throughout commun-

ist times, after it was nationalized.61 As a party paper second to Scînteia dur-

ing the socialist era, it concentrated more on local than national and interna-

tional news. After 1989, it obtained substantial funding from the United 

States, as part of U.S. policy to support free media (a controversial thing at 

that point). During the 1990s România Liberă resisted several offers from 

foreign media groups to be bought up and majority ownership remained in 

the hands of Romanian companies or individuals. This was a general charac-

teristic of the Romanian press during the 1990s. Unlike, for example, the 

cases of Czech and Bulgarian newspaper markets, dominated to a large ex-

tent by German media groups, the Romanian press was most often Roma-

nian-owned (see Downey 1998). This started changing around the turn of the 

millennium. România Liberă was purchased by the German company West-

deutche Allgemeine Zeitung, and the influential tabloid Evenimentul Zilei 

(with offices in the east flank of the house) had earlier been bought up by 

another German company, Bertelsmann. Adevărul, furthermore, underwent 

                                                      
61 The ―liberă‖ in the name refers to liberation from the Turks. I came across other explana-
tions for the name, however. For example, a clerk at the Ministry of Culture suggested that 
―liberă‖ meant free from the capitalist world. 
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perhaps one of its most thorough changes in 2006, when nearly all of the 

journalists and editors resigned and formed the Gândul newspaper when the 

owner (daughter of Dumitru Tinu) wanted to change the board of the com-

pany and reorganize the paper. The change at Adevărul had little to do with 

foreign ownership. Yet it was another instance among many indicating the 

fast rhythm of changes, lately involving large profits for a relatively few 

number of players on the market (see Coman and Gross 2006; Cândea and 

Ozon 2005). 

Across the square from România Liberă, on the second floor of the east 

wing of the building complex, one could find the state-owned news agency 

Rompres, the second biggest news bureau in the country. It was the object of 

heated debate at the time of my field stay, since the current government 

seemingly had been trying to make the agency into a mouthpiece of govern-

ment power by organizing it under the ministry of information rather than 

the parliament. 

Regardless of ownership status, independence is still a problem through-

out the market. Much debate and research on Romanian journalism and mass 

media focus on this issue. As mentioned, a common idea is that the market is 

greatly overpopulated, and that it is hard to survive on advertisement or cir-

culation revenues only. Most newspapers are therefore officially or unoffi-

cially linked to financial and political interests who support them, with con-

sequential limits on the freedom of reporting. Some people who spoke with 

me suggested it would be good for the public sphere if the number of outlets 

in the media market were reduced, while others suggested the overcrowded-

ness could also be seen as a quality of the Romanian media, in terms of plu-

rality of voices and perspectives. 

Stepping inside 

A few hundred journalists had the Free Press House as their workplace in 

2002, compiling local, national and international news for dailies, weeklies 

or monthlies; keeping track of politics, business, entertainment, and current 

trends. Journalists were reporting on the activities in the senate, the parlia-

ment, the local and national crime scenes, and the everyday life in the streets 

and homes of Bucharest. They were browsing and organizing accounts of 

events in the provinces and from the world beyond, channeled through na-

tional and international news agencies or correspondents. In short, doing 
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what most journalists across the globe do, and without having texts passing 

through any state-run official censorship apparatus. 

On an average working day, the parking lot outside the building would be 

crammed with cars and people coming and going, some of them journalists 

on their way to and from their specific sites of information-gathering and 

meetings in the newsrooms, some of them photographers carrying their 

heavy technical gear. The high frequency of press conferences downtown 

was part of what steered the traffic, and the length of queues to purchase 

lunch food or coffees would fluctuate at some of the restaurants inside the 

building or at kiosks placed outdoors alongside newsstands supplying the 

latest issue of publications compiled within the house and elsewhere. On the 

surface of it, it was a fully-fledged media center and a dense social-

professional environment, offering, among other things, the many students 

of journalism a place to commence their careers. 

Yet if the media field as a whole was considered an exciting field for a 

professional career among students and journalists, the Free Press House was 

perhaps not the favorite place to be. Many journalists who spoke with me 

said they did not like the building, and lamenting and pejorative references 

to communism were frequent in talks about the house. ―Communism is still 

in the walls‖ was a recurring expression, and the Stalinist style of the build-

ing was said to affect the atmosphere: there was something oppressive about 

the house which in fact, to them, only symbolized the oppressive character 

of the current media market generally. Furthermore, the Free Press House 

was said not to be a practical building. Maintenance had been poor over the 

years, and there were few large rooms suitable for a modern news office. 

The prevalence of small cells added to the feeling among many journalists of 

not being free, but rather constrained by dictates, not of a single party any-

more, but of more complex relations of loyalties on behalf of editors and 

owners toward the political and financial groups that supported them. Some 

bemoaned what they saw as a fact that they were allowed little space to act 

like watchdogs, and most of the time came out merely as information gather-

ers who had little power over the final product of their work. The small 

rooms in which they wrote their articles framed their position and their space 

in ways similar to pre-1989 conditions. Others, however, did not see things 

in this way, but rather felt they were able or allowed to work in ways they 

themselves preferred. 

I offer two examples to illustrate these kinds of sentiments or opinions. I 

return first to România Liberă, which was where I first started spending time 
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in the Free Press House, and to an occasion when I left the house together 

with Iulia, a journalist who had an assignment downtown. The following 

section is a revised extract from my field diary: 

 

I spend the first morning hours in one of the news sections. The room is 

about 40 square meters in size. Three people sit by the desks and write on 

typewriters or read papers or documents. Not much is said. After the meet-

ing of the section chiefs that normally starts the day, assignments had been 

delivered to the reporters and some of them had already gone downtown or 

elsewhere to collect material, pursue interviews or attend press conferences. 

They will come back later in the afternoon to write up their pieces. One of 

the journalists who is still at the office has been assigned to write about a 

recent report from the local traffic authorities about the growing pollution in 

the city. He goes through a press release and studies the statistics delivered 

in graphics. Another one, Iulia, has been assigned to cover Christmas prep-

arations, especially gift shopping at marketplaces arranged by the city. She 

tells me how she plans to organize her day and after some talk with her boss, 

she agrees to have me join her when she goes out to visit a few of these plac-

es. She calls the mayor of one of the city districts to find out where the 

Christmas markets are located. Later on, a photographer enters the room 

and the three of us leave the room to travel downtown in one of the newspa-

per‟s cars. 

Iulia has been with România Liberă only a month or so. She has a degree 

in journalism from the state-run faculty and seems not yet to be quite at ease 

in her job. At the marketplace, she carefully approaches people and asks 

them about their plans for Christmas, about the specific Christmas arrange-

ments offered by the city, and the things for sale in the market stands. Some 

people seem reluctant to enter into a conversation with her, and others are 

reluctant to start with but begin talking when they hear what Iulia is after. 

Yet others appear happy to share their views of the place and about Christ-

mas more generally. We spend an hour or so at two places and then head 

back for the Free Press House. When she comes back to the section office, 

she has a talk with her boss and after that we go for lunch in a nearby can-

teen. 

She was given the freedom to compile the article as she wanted, she tells 

me, and in this particular case the topic of her article is rather trivial. Still, 

she has to accept if he wants to change her text. Sometimes he tells her about 

the changes beforehand, sometimes he goes ahead without discussion. “I 
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don‟t like it, but I can‟t do anything about it. What bothers me is that my 

signature is still there at the end of the article. They told me clearly before I 

was hired that I would have to go if I don‟t accept this.” This is clearly 

something that bothers Iulia. The worst thing is that she frequently meets 

people again, after having talked to them and written about them, and she 

finds it embarrassing when there have been changes made. “People ask me 

why I changed or why I didn‟t write what they told me and I say it wasn‟t 

me, it was my boss. Sometimes they believe me, sometimes not.” For exam-

ple, she did a piece on a German company taking care of the cleaning of the 

streets. The company was about to cut down on staff. It claimed to have en-

sured other jobs for those that had to go. The boss changed this and wrote 

that unemployment was waiting and that the workers were lazy and didn‟t do 

their job properly. “Editorial politics,” she was told.62  

In the afternoon, we meet again for a coffee in the cafeteria on the 5th 

floor and to continue our talk. She asks me a question: “I wanted to ask you, 

how is it in your country, what‟s your opinion about this, how can I say, 

freedom of the editors to change the text?” We talk about it and enter a dis-

cussion about the principles of separating opinions and facts, or at least 

striving for it, about journalist unions offering consultancy for journalists 

when there are conflicts at work and such things. She says there is no such 

organization she can turn to. Those available are run by people like her 

boss. In the case of the Christmas gift piece, the boss told her in the end that 

he was going to change the text. “Sometimes he is in a good mood, or I don‟t 

know.” The boss added a paragraph where he complained that no Christmas 

arrangements had been done in his part of town. The change was ok, Iulia 

thinks, fair enough; it was his observation, saying something about the un-

even usage of public means. When it comes to news pieces, Iulia has been 

told to end articles with a commentary. She does not agree with this policy, 

but has to accept it. She has told her boss what they were taught at Leu [the 

state-run journalism faculty] but it was ignored. The boss said he had read 

some journalism literature too, and he claims that he has to follow orders 

                                                      
62 There had been no further discussions about this, Iulia told me, and I failed to follow up on 
this particular article with the editor in question, which exemplifies a general problem 
throughout my fieldwork: getting senior editors, chief editors, general managers or owners to 
talk openly about their work was difficult. I could think of several reasons why the senior 
editor in this specific case changed the article in the way he did, one being that he did not trust 
the company to have assured work for the redundant staff, another that it expressed his nega-
tive view about unions. This can only be speculative, however, and the main point is that this 
was how this specific assignment turned out for Iulia. 
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from higher up. On a few occasions he has accepted her arguments, but in 

the end there were changes made anyway. When the more superior boss had 

given his input, her boss had returned and asked her to change something or 

he had made the changes himself. “It‟s a problem. Most seniors don‟t have 

the journalistic background. I‟m doing the opposite of what I learned in 

school. Maybe this policy is easier to accept or adopt for someone who 

didn‟t graduate in journalism.”  

She talks to her university colleagues about this, and they have expe-

rienced the same problem. She does not discuss it with colleagues at work 

though, as she does not trust them, and they also have different back-

grounds; “they are engineers,”she states. “I tried to give my boss my opi-

nion. He told me clearly that it is not good for me to do what I want.” When 

I ask how she deals with this situation, this frustration, she says: “Well, I try 

to use the moments when he is joyful.” 

 

This scenario, this relationship, was not a rare one among those I encoun-

tered, with a senior and superior (often male) colleague without an educa-

tional background in journalism, and a young journalist (often female), new-

ly graduated from a journalist faculty, who tries to steer her way between 

demands from her employer and her own conviction as to the role of journal-

ism. He seemingly believing in serving a higher cause of political activism in 

the national or local public sphere, she caught up in personal conflicts, ten-

sions and disappointments in relation to her sources and her ideals, as taught 

in university classes. It was in connection to situations like this that the ex-

pression ―communist thinking‖ occasionally came up during my interviews. 

Yet if this would illustrate that earlier rules of information gathering and 

news packaging prevailed to some extent, and standing in contrast to current 

university education, other journalists I met did not view things in this way, 

and had little experience thereof, like Simona, an investigative journalist 

with Adevărul, and my second example: 

 

Having an appointment with Simona at one of my first visits to her newspa-

per, I announce myself to the security personnel guarding one of the en-

trances. Dressed in uniforms, the two of them are watching a football game 

on a TV monitor placed on a table behind them. They use the phone to get 

hold of Simona, and a few minutes later, she comes down the stairs. We take 

the elevator up to her room, situated on the 3rd floor. The corridor is long 

and empty with many doors on both sides. Simona unlocks the one to her 
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office. The room is approximately thirty square meters and includes four 

desks, some tourist posters on the wall showing images from Thailand, and 

two computers. She shares the room with two colleagues. 

During this meeting with Simona, I join her in a visit to the archive rooms 

in the midsection of the Free Press House. She wants to find an article from 

1997 to look deeper into an investigation she had undertaken on a topic that 

is now popping up again and which we have been discussing. In the archive 

room a few shelves are placed by the walls, packed with earlier issues of the 

newspaper Adevărul as well as its predecessor before 1989, the communist 

party-paper Scînteia.  

The room and the system of archiving are similar to those at the provin-

cial Swedish daily where I had been working as a local reporter in the late 

1980s: the location in the basement, without windows, a table and a few 

chairs in the middle of the room; distanced from the stress and noise of the 

upper floors and offering a calm place for going through the newspaper‟s 

archives. I recall the feeling of pause and reflection; going through old ar-

ticles meant engaging in a different temporal state than that of everyday 

news production taking place in other more busy parts of the building.  

The image of journalism as an unbroken and cumulative series of reports 

about societal events is made symbolically clear through the number of tags 

on the backs of the catalogues with old issues with months and years written 

on them. When Simona finds what she is looking for, I say I would like to 

linger a bit to check out some of the writings from pre-1989 times, or at least 

find the two most interesting catalogues in terms of comparison: those with 

the tags “Decembrie 1989” and “Ianuarie 1990,” spanning across the revo-

lutionary days. To Simona, however, this seems an odd thing to do. Com-

menting hastily that the old catalogues deserve the layer of dust that has 

gathered on top of them, she urges us to get back to her office to resume our 

discussion.  

It is not that she has any problems with the old Scînteia issues, conveying 

as they do the former shape, identity, and activity of the paper that she is 

now working for; more like mere indifference to what that period stands for, 

at least in terms of having any bearing whatsoever on the work she is as-

signed to carry out today, or on her identity as a professional. For her and 

for many other young journalists I encounter during fieldwork, it is as if the 

communist times did not exist. What it meant to be a journalist then had been 

paradigmatically swept away by the fall of the Ceauşescu regime. 
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Simona has been to the United States twice. In early 2000 she spent four 

months as a visiting student at New York University. Later that year, she was 

offered internships at two American papers, the Denver Post and the Pitts-

burgh Post-Gazette, as part of an East Europe pro-democracy program of-

fered by Freedom House.63 She is glad to have been there, although she 

reckons not so much came out of it. The Denver Post was a disappointment 

and a bad experience. In contrast, the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette had proved 

helpful. Here they took her around and she could publish some of the ar-

ticles she wrote. At the Denver Post they more or less left her in a corner and 

she wonders now what was the point of it all. They said they would publish 

an article of hers, but it never happened. She was mainly assigned to do 

what she calls “gardening things,” interviewing for example private persons 

about their interest in flowers. This was a culture shock to her, she says, 

experiencing this dealing with “softer” material, entertainment, stuff about 

home, etc. “At least I learned how one can make good journalism by writing 

about normal and positive things. I learned what „positive‟ journalism is.”  

When she returned to Bucharest, she had a second culture shock. Her 

head was full of plans to change and reorganize things, but almost nobody 

cared. She shared her experiences with colleagues in the house, and, yes, 

they were interested to begin with, but soon things fell back into the usual 

jargon. It did not matter so much to her, however. Her conclusion about the 

American experience is that, after all, it is in Romania she feels like a “real” 

journalist. What she did in the U.S. was nothing like what she is doing in 

Romania: the investigations of corruption, the selling of state-owned com-

panies, the continuously problematic jurisdictional system etc.—topics dealt 

with through investigative journalism. “Romania is the place to be if you like 

that sort of thing,” says Simona. 

―Formers‖ 

Moving up professional hierarchies, throughout the 1990s the Free Press 

House has been one of the main locations of work and business for several 

of the so called ―formers,‖ a label attributed to around a dozen men in their 

sixties commonly with experiences from the media sector during communist 

                                                      
63 Freedom House is a U.S.-funded international NGO that conducts reseach and advocacy on 
human rights, democracy, and freedom of expression. It established an office in Bucharest in 
1990 and during the period from 1996-2000, it ran a program specifically focusing on profes-
sionalization of the media (see www.freedomhouse.ro). 
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times, and who have been successful in using or adapting to the new situa-

tion to establish themselves as media personalities business-wise, and as 

publicists and influential journalists or editors (Cândea and Ozon 2005). 

Many of the reformed and newly established newspapers residing in the Free 

Press House are run by these men. Arguably, they constitute something of an 

elite in terms of the space they occupy or control in the public sphere, and 

the company shares they hold in the media business sector. More financially 

powerful actors were behind some of them in the 1990s and up until today, 

but as a position as chief editor or executive often meant gaining some 

shares of the company as part of their contracts, and as several of the media 

companies connected to these men have increased a lot in value, some of 

those who did not initially have that sort of power have to some extent be-

come business actors as well. Their success was made possible through the 

reformed constitutional framework and the new capitalist circumstances, 

especially freedom to establish news organizations and freedom of expres-

sion. 

Cândea and Ozon argue that these men ―used and abused freedom of the 

press after 1989 mainly in order to build up a fortune for themselves,‖ using 

freedom of speech as a ―pretext‖ to pursue their own interests (ibid.). Ten to 

fifteen years after the early media boom, some of them started selling their 

shares and indeed got rich. Money has allegedly also been obtained through 

various side businesses, through what Cândea describes as the selling of 

influence and inside information or blockage of information.64 Yet the com-

plexity of ownership structures and official and unofficial connections be-

tween these men and a variety of companies, executive boards, politicians, 

and former or current employees of the security police—along with the lack 

of transparency characterizing these relationships—makes it difficult to veri-

fy whether it is appropriate or not to speak of abuse. Also, the reputation of 

the formers is not necessarily compromised negatively by their background 

connections with activities during communism. In some cases to the con-

trary, as with Petre Mihai Băcanu for example, a long-timer with the second 

biggest daily, România Liberă, before 1989, and one who Cândea and Ozon 

list among the formers. Băcanu was imprisoned in 1988 for starting an illeg-

al newspaper, only to return to his former newspaper a year and a half lat-

er—after the communist regime fell—to take part in the privatization 

process and gaining some shares for himself. Or Ion Cristoiu, who set up and 

                                                      
64 Interview, 2007-05-22. 
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managed the first private magazine Observator and subsequently several 

other magazines and newspapers, like Expres, Zig-Zag, the successful tablo-

id Evenimentul Zilei, and, in 2001, Monitorul de Bucureşti, a tabloid targeted 

at a Bucharest-based audience. Cristoiu‘s conflicts with communist party-

officials are well known. He was also one of a few who right after the 

changes in 1989, followed the request by then Minister of Culture Andrei 

Pleşu, urging people who had worked with the media during communism to 

resign from their posts.   

The formers‘ relationship to business and political interests, to state offi-

cials, and to history is thus a complicated matter. I shall return to it in Chap-

ter 7. As for this chapter and Chapter 4, my ethnography offers a closer look 

at the professional environment at some of the workplaces run by the for-

mers and the relationship between them and their employees (the journal-

ists), revealing that some imperiousness has accompanied the powerful posi-

tions of these men. Furthermore, when several of them got together and set 

up the Romanian Press Club in 1998, they became a more delineated group 

which can be treated as such, regardless of tensions and in-fighting between 

them, and regardless of the specific networks of business and political power 

and interests connected to each one of them. As a group of people that has 

added a significant meaning-making layer connected to the identity of the 

Free Press House—and to postsocialist journalism in Romania more general-

ly—I thus devote the last sections of this chapter to an exploration of the 

Romanian Press Club, and to an interview with one of its board members. 

The Romanian Press Club 

There were many registered journalist unions in Romania in 2002, but they 

hardly appeared in the Free Press House at the time of my fieldwork.65 I saw 

                                                      
65 Records of the number of unions vary. Dragomir (2001) claims that there were around 20 
registered journalist unions in Romania in 2001. Petcu (2002) suggests 14 national associa-
tions were established during the 1990s. In a 1999 report, the International Federation of 
Journalists (IFJ 1999) states that on paper, there were four nationwide unions for journalists in 
general, all of them ―practically moribund.‖ IFJ lists a few human rights NGOs that perform 
some of the functions normally done by journalist‘s organizations. Coman and Gross (2006) 
describes the political polarization, weaknesses and lack of initiative among the existing 
unions, and characterizes the journalistic profession in connection to organization in terms of 
a lack of solidarity, ignorance toward common professional interests and an inadequate pro-
fessional culture. By 2009, the situation is such that the so-called MediaSind (a nationwide 
trade union) has been in operation for several years and has managed to negotiate working 
contracts with the main employers‘ organization. Furthermore, in October 2009, the so-called 
Convention of Media Organizations concluded 18 months of unifying work and launched a 
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no announcement indicating their activities, and the journalists I asked 

showed little interest or expressed little knowledge about their existence. 

Some said it was a waste of time to engage in that kind of activity. Others, 

who at least knew about some of them, said they did not trust any of the 

union representatives, or that they reckoned their activities irrelevant. The 

bad reputation was often explained by referring to the character of organiza-

tion during communist times and to what many of the journalists saw as a 

fact, that most unions were made up of former communist party-people and 

―securists‖ (employees of or informers to the former security police Securi-

tate), and that the current organizations had not been reorganized or moder-

nized since 1989. In addition to the bad reputation, to be a member of a un-

ion was seen by many as risking one‘s position at the workplace since it was 

regarded negatively by many at superior levels. 

There was one exception, however, speaking of the Free Press House: the 

secretariat of the so-called Romanian Press Club resided in an office on the 

fifth floor of the central part of the building. The club‘s status as a union or 

an NGO is a complicated matter, but it is anyhow the case that many chief 

editors and executives of the biggest newspapers and the public radio and 

television—in fact, many of the formers—are members of the Romanian 

Press Club‘s honorary council, that the club appears in various contexts as an 

NGO or a union, and that it officially represents journalists. 

The Romanian Press Club was established in 1998 and the initiators regis-

tered it as an NGO. The timing was good, and the club quickly became a 

member of the World Association of Newspapers (WAN) and with this link 

and the official status as an NGO, it gained some recognition outside Roma-

nia as a contact on journalistic issues. Regardless of the club‘s ambitions, 

there was an external need on behalf of foreign or international organizations 

for partners in the media sector, and in pro-democratic activities linking in-

ternational initiatives and agendas with local ones.66 Here was an organiza-

tion that officially represented both the newspaper industry and civil society 

(as an NGO), and which claimed to support the professionalization of jour-

                                                                                                                             
mutual code of conduct that signaled strengthened collaboration between the many actors in 
the journalist organizational field. 
66 At the time of my first visit to the club (a couple of years after it was established), to take a 
minor yet illustrative example, the club had received an invitation to discuss possible collabo-
rations with a Swedish organization called ―Tidningen i Skolan‖ (literally ―The newspaper in 
school‖), which was part of an international educational partnership—administered by 
WAN— between newspaper industries and participating school systems. According to the 
secretary of the club, no measures were taken to follow up the invitation. 



 109 

nalism. Yet the Romanian Press Club is described by many as mainly an 

employers‘ association, protecting business interests foremost (see Berry 

2005; Coman and Gross 2006; Gallagher 2005; IFJ 1999). Rather than an 

NGO or a union, the International Federation of Journalists wrote in a report 

that the club ought to be seen as a cartel (IFJ op.cit. Cf. Cândea and Ozon 

op.cit.). Still, for a journalist to obtain an international press card—

administered on an international level by the International Federation of 

Journalists—he or she had to be a member of the Romanian Press Club or 

one of the unions regarded badly by many journalists (and ―moribund‖ by 

IFJ). This was for some years the only way to obtain a membership that 

would link the individual journalist to an international community of jour-

nalists, and, more concretely, to enjoy the rights included in the kind of 

membership that was offered when working internationally (in conflict 

zones, for example). For the majority of the journalists I met and who had 

taken the opportunity offered by the club to be a member of the club‘s jour-

nalist section, obtaining an international press card was their only motiva-

tion.  

At the time of my field stay, the club officially claimed to represent thou-

sands of journalists, but this was the number of employed journalists work-

ing for the executives and chief editors who were the actual members of the 

club. It officially supported ―quality journalism‖ and had developed an ethi-

cal code of conduct—formulated basically by copying documents of journal-

ist unions in Western Europe. According to International Federation of Jour-

nalists, however, the commendable ideals included in the code were general-

ly not observed (neither had the club organized any clear way of how to 

sanction ethical misbehavior). In a report by the federation‘s expert, it is in 

fact stated that the club was violating rules set up by the UN-led Internation-

al Labor Organization. This was especially the case with some of the statutes 

of the club that, contrary to the stipulated ideals, principally encouraged 

board members to blacklist journalists who criticized the club or opposed 

rules set up by the different companies connected to it (IFJ 1999). I came 

across examples of how the club, or the network of influential media execu-

tives and chief editors it represented, made it difficult for journalists to move 

from one news environment to another. These cases emanated through a 

conflict of loyalties, where the journalist had reported on taboo subjects in 

the wrong way. The Romanian Press Club thus had a somewhat awkward 

agenda, in the sense that it aimed at protecting the interests of both employer 
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and employee, and in the sense that it was established for the sake of devel-

oping the media both as a business industry and as a pro-democratic force. 

In 2001, it appeared as if the representative of WAN, while on a visit to 

Bucharest in connection to the celebration of World Press Freedom Day, 

became aware of this role of the club and the club‘s tendencies of not taking 

proper care of the journalists‘ interests. He initiated a decision to redirect 

money (some 10,000 USD) already allocated to the club for development 

projects, to another NGO, the Media Monitoring Agency. Methodologically, 

this incident marked one among several points during my field stay where 

further investigations into particular events or issues became increasingly 

difficult to pursue. The problem in this case was access to representatives of 

the club, whom I wanted to consult to find out more about what had hap-

pened. I had been told about WAN‘s move by representatives of Media 

Monitoring Agency, whose relationship with the club and some of its mem-

bers I knew was a combination of antagonism, ignorance, and competition. I 

had also been able to talk briefly with the WAN representative during the 

World Press Freedom Day party organized by people from Media Monitor-

ing Agency. Naturally, I wanted to collect opinions from the club, but failed 

to do so simply because people in the board were not available for inter-

views. If the details of this specific incident was difficult to map out tho-

roughly, however, it was merely one among several which, pieced together, 

drew the contours of a battle scenario between two parts struggling with 

various means to be in the journalists‘ good graces. 

Just before the WAN issue turned up, however, I had managed to sche-

dule an interview with Octavian Ştireanu, one of the board members of the 

club. My initial interest was in hearing what he had to say about journalists‘ 

rights, since I had learned that the club had been criticized by the Interna-

tional Federation of Journalists on this particular issue, but as it turned out 

the interview came to cover a wider range of issues. I was presented with a 

background of the club, stories and sentiments about the revolution and its 

aftermath, ideas about Western support and influence, and ideas about jour-

nalism that on the surface appeared as reasonable coming from a person 

mainly involved in the business side of it. Yet several opinions and expe-

riences I had collected from journalists on the club‘s activity and position 

found resonance in what Octavian was telling me, revealing that he did not 

seem particularly willing to grant journalists much power over their work. In 

the next section, I turn to a presentation of extracts from this interview. 
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Interview: Octavian Ştireanu67 

Octavian Ştireanu is an example of a pre-1989 engineer working in the me-

dia, both before and after 1989. He had been with the journal Flacăra during 

the 1970s and 80s.68 Three months after the December events in 1989, he 

was asked by the then Prime Minister Petre Roman to start up a daily news-

paper called Azi,69 taking the name from a newspaper in circulation in the 

1920s. Octavian‘s post-1989 career in the media ran parallel to one in poli-

tics, and in 1996 he had advanced to a senator post with Partidul Democrat 

(which, in 1998, he left and became non-affiliated). As one among a few 

high-ranking media professionals, he took part in starting up the Romanian 

Press Club. The basic idea with forming the club, according to Octavian, was 

to gather media managers and chief editors in order to facilitate better com-

munication between them and state officials and politicians concerning press 

issues.70 

Octavian believes it is important to see the evolution of the Romanian 

press from the point of view of readership, and that one has to take into ac-

count the state of ―our very young democracy.‖ 
 
There are many many readers who enjoy seeing a report about a murder or a 
rape on the first page. Something sensational. The abnormal became normal 
for our media and exceptions became rules. We didn‘t have such reports be-
fore 1989, and there are newspapers which target this sort of readership, 
which enjoys seeing a naked woman or a murder on the front page. These 
newspapers have a large audience. Concerning the pedagogic function of the 
press, if you try to explain the budgetary balance of the International Mone-
tary Fund and its effect on our purse, or something like that, you won‘t get 
much readership, although it should be interesting. Very few people would 
buy such a newspaper. 
 

The members of the club include some of the most important dailies and 

radio stations, four TV-channels and the three largest news agencies. ―Prac-

                                                      
67 I used an interpreter for this interview. Quotes are from transcribed tape recording. 
68 Like several others I spoke to (and as mentioned above), Octavian refers to Flacăra, Echi-
nox and other publications of a similar kind (literary, cultural, and student journals) as a kind 
of journalistic school during communism. He claims that people working for these journals 
formed a generation of ―alternative press people‖ in the 1970s and 80s (cf. Coman and Gross 
2006). 
69 Petre Roman was Prime Minister in the first post-1989 government. A member of the Na-
tional Salvation Front, he formed Partidul Democrat (PD) after the front split in two. His 
subsequent political career has included posts as President of the Romanian Senate (1996-
2000) and Minister of Foreign Affairs (1999-2000).  
70 As an example, at the time of our meeting the club was involved in a discussion with state 
authorities about the supply and price of paper for printing, conditioned by the fact that the 
only paper manufacturer of this type in Romania was owned and managed by the state. 
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tically the club is very much the whole Romanian media, and especially 

those who publish or broadcast daily.‖ I ask Octavian about smaller (in terms 

of circulation) weekly and monthly magazines considered as belonging to 

the quality press: 

 
The people making the editorial decisions at these papers would not become 
members of the club, and I don‘t have much to say on this. Dilema is a cul-
tural magazine financed by the state budget, it has no problems whatsoever. It 
may have a circulation of two thousand copies but still the people there are 
well paid. Mr Pleşu [former Minister of Culture, philosopher, writer] writes 
whatever he wants. As for 22, they have no problems, they get finance from 
Soros or some other big financer, I am not sure. It‘s got a small readership. 
And Caţavencu is involved in legal trials with most newspapers. It may be 
that they feel ashamed to become members, or I don‘t know. It‘s a very atyp-
ical magazine.71 

 

The Romanian Press Club was basically built around agreements between 

the members, Octavian tells me, and the most ―common interests,‖ as he 

expresses it, are circulation, audience and the need to always pick up good 

people to do the job. Part of the agreement policy is to write ―recommenda-

tions‖ on journalists. 

 
The good and young journalists who had some success at work are often 
tempted with more money. He can go to someone else‘s newspaper because 
he gets a hundred dollars more and so he leaves with all the information he 
got from that editorial office. It‘s not that I oppose this, but we made this 
agreement that whenever I hire a new man he‘s got to bring recommenda-
tions from the other employer. I think it‘s our duty to tell our colleagues that, 
for example, we lost three trials because of a certain journalist or that he did 
something bad with the computer or something like that. We thus protect 
ourselves. And this is not against the journalists‘ interests because the other 
journalists must be protected from this situation also.  

 

In his reasoning about the responsibility of journalists, Octavian makes a 

slight distinction between old and young. He says he is proud to have 

brought up some of the young journalists who are now established on the 

current market, but he also believes that especially the young generation still 

has a lot to learn, and that they should be more honest about their profes-

sional shortcomings. As for people having worked in the media during 

communist times, he is rather clear on the moral aspect: 

                                                      
71 Representatives of Caţavencu, where the head of the NGO Media Monitoring Agency, 
Mircea Toma, has his journalistic base, told me that they have never been interested in be-
coming members of the Romanian Press Club (more on Caţavencu in Chapter 5, and see 
especially footnotes 98 and 99). 
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There is a personal responsibility for each of the old journalists who worked 
in the media before ‘89 and this personal level is as follows: when you open 
the archive you should not blush or be ashamed. Neither you, nor your child-
ren. This is a personal moral criterion. Speaking about generation, one must 
also remember that the majority of the people who now manage Romanian 
media were in the press before 1989. Then there is something which should 
be more carefully studied, namely that it seems like there is a tendency 
among young journalists to deal with some kind of frustration of theirs in a 
way which means hiding their own training deficiencies by blaming the so 
called old newspaper people. If they don‘t know grammar, it‘s nobody's fault, 
neither Ceauşescu, nor the old people.  
 

There are people who withdrew from the media market after 1989, but many 

of them also remained, although seldom in important positions. Octavian 

does not see a radical difference, no radical ―cleaning process.‖ Older jour-

nalists were needed because they knew how to deal with issues connected to 

the economy, he says, which young journalists did not. ―But you also need 

young journalists to run after declarations in the rain. There was no recipe 

for this, more like a well-functioning body. There is no editor in chief today 

who was in this position before 1989. So there was a kind of natural evolu-

tion and cleaning.‖ 

Octavian claims that the publications that criticized the winners of the 

1990 and 1992 elections (Iliescu‘s National Salvation Front and Partidul 

Social Democrat) were able to get financial support from Western organiza-

tions and that they were also supported by Western media: ―There are some 

famous examples. Freedom House [USA] was very much involved in this 

and its relation to România Liberă is very well known.‖ He speaks about the 

development of media and journalism in Romania in terms of a gradual pro-

fessionalization with support from outside; a symbiosis between publications 

that survived on their own terms and those with support from the West, in 

terms of managerial assistance and expertise. Yet Octavian is skeptical about 

the work by international organizations such as the human rights organiza-

tion Article 19, International Press Institute, International Federation of 

Journalists, etc.: ―I don‘t think they can do anything important, but since we 

have a World Press Freedom day tomorrow [May 3rd], they can take the 

opportunity to find out about the situation here. They will see that if you 

don‘t have the financial means, you don‘t have freedom. It‘s really an eco-

nomical censorship we are witnessing in Romania today.‖ 

Newspapers are in general led by people who are shareholders or co-

owners of their paper. Octavian suggests that it is a sign of trust from the 
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owner that the money—―his money‖—is being used correctly. There are also 

situations when the owners have given shares to the director of the newspa-

per to make him more interested and concerned about the project.  
 
It can very easily be summed up to a simple equation: the interest of the 
owner is that the newspaper is sold and that the newspaper is profitable, but 
he could never intervene into producing the news. That kind of intervention 
would be contrary to the basic interest of the newspaper, which is to sell it. 
There are newspapers that manipulate information. They are related to politi-
cal and economic interest groups, and these newspapers are well known and 
their credibility is accordingly not so high. The big newspapers, no matter 
who the owners, tell straight information, objective information, because they 
are interested in making sure that every reader finds the information he needs. 
We could imagine, of course, an owner who liked only some information to 
be published, but that sort of owner would read that sort of newspaper him-
self only. There is a natural dependency between the owners‘ business net-
work or spheres of interest and the newspaper, but in the end these things are 
measured on the market. That‘s why the journalist has to be free to make an 
objective item of news. 
  

At the end of the interview, Octavian brings up the ongoing debate about 

Romania‘s possible entry into the European Union. He believes the Roma-

nian media has been crucial when it comes to processes of adopting and 

implementing Western democracy in Romania. 
  
The Romanian media has its own experience for getting access to Western 
democracy, for building democracy on Western principles. The media in 
Romania appeared ―like Venus out of the ocean foam.‖ That is to say, we did 
not wait for Western organizations to come to us but have been building our 
media on our own. Romania is now successfully negotiating its integration 
into the community, and the success can partly be explained by the Romanian 
media. The EU could find in the Romanian press a . . . I don‘t know . . . a ve-
hicle for European ideas. 
Urban: How do you mean, vehicle? 
Octavian: Well, this was in the air after 1989. For us who began working in 
the press after 1990, we shared the same values as those that the European 
community is asking from us now. Studies show that we are now on the first 
place in the accession line, and this could be explained by the Romanian me-
dia being a vehicle of these values. Romanian media has influenced the pub-
lic opinion in favor of the European Union. We clearly have a Western style 
media but the media operations stumble on our hostile business environment. 
 

This interview reveals several points where history and knowledge about the 

past and about the current situation are contested, if one compares Octa-

vian‘s account with that of Reporters Without Borders, with scholars writing 

on Romanian media, and with opinions of journalists whom I interviewed. 

For example, Octavian talks about the setting up of Azi as part of a move-
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ment where democratically minded media entrepreneurs were taking the first 

steps at practicing a Western-style journalism, whereas several journalists I 

spoke to regarded Azi basically as a propaganda channel for then-president 

Iliescu and his party (PSD), a sort of new version of a party paper, and an 

example of the reconfiguration of the former power. Also, Octavian suggests 

that manipulation of information is a marginal thing, while, on the contrary, 

the experience of journalists indicates that it is a rather widespread pheno-

menon. 

A minimum conclusion one can draw from the interview is that Octa-

vian—a representative of one of the most powerful institutions of the Roma-

nian media—appears to consider that information and knowledge of journal-

ists are basically the property of media owners, a view that strongly influ-

ences the coordination of work within the Free Press House. 

One and a half years after the interview, Octavian and his fellow board 

members in the club launched a project—officially supported by the PSD-

led government—aiming at creating a certain Balkan Press Agency meant to 

supply media in Southeast Europe with news material specifically from 

countries in the region. During a conference in which potential collaborators 

from neighboring countries had gathered to discuss the project, some of Oc-

tavian‘s opinions about Western influence, opinions revealed during the 

interview, surfaced in a more public setting. Among other things, he empha-

sized the need for both the Romanian media and the political power to de-

fend national interests.72 A couple of years later, when PSD had lost power 

and during Monica Macovei‘s time in office (as Minister of Justice, 2004-

2007), several measures were taken by both the state and NGOs to curb cor-

ruption within the political sector. The so-called Coalition for a Clean Par-

liament was launched by a few Romanian NGOs, and senator Octavian 

Ştireanu appeared on its ―blacklist.‖ 

Conclusion: The fragility of concrete reality 

In this chapter, I have explored a number of ways in which the Free Press 

House has been, and is, variously invested with meaning. Some of the build-

ing‘s expression can be read by looking at old architectural or city plans, or 

by glancing at today‘s facade, and some of its politico-structural existence 

can be understood by reading old and new national constitutions, or by stud-

                                                      
72 I return to this particular conference in Chapter 7. 
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ying current market regulations. Yet getting to the function of the Free Press 

House—how it is used in everyday life—also demands stepping inside of it 

and paying attention to authors other than those drawing plans, handling the 

building material and writing legislative texts: journalists, editors, and man-

agers for example. Methodologically, it is difficult to explore usages of the 

building by journalists and editors who worked in the house during the so-

cialist years, as their ethnographic present tense has passed. Although there 

are people around that belonged to the staff then, my experience is that their 

narratives about what was going on in the house at that point in time is 

strongly influenced by what is morally and politically correct or viable in the 

current context. Owners, editors, and journalists of today, however, all have 

experiences which have a more direct bearing on the current situation, and 

their stories can also be complemented by going beyond what they say and 

investigating what they do. I have presented some of their accounts in this 

chapter, and I shall present further material in Chapter 4. 

Quite a few media owners and managers with the Free Press House as 

their base have been able to accumulate private fortunes and power on the 

new market of publicity, as their early projects grew into prosperous busi-

nesses, or as their media operations have come to occupy important nodes 

around which business and political interests circulate (which can generate 

other kinds of revenues). Their usage of freedom of expression can be inter-

preted as misusage, since they often set the limits of what could or should be 

made public. These entrepreneurs of the media business arguably contribute 

to creating a Romanian mass media scene characterized by a vivid plurality 

of voices, but as the interview with Octavian Ştireanu reveals, the ways in 

which this very publicity is used and carried out tend to put journalistic inte-

grity on the margins in favor of more private business interests. 

Journalistic labor was much sought after as the media market quickly 

grew in the early 1990s, and many ―wanna-be‖ journalists were called to the 

Free Press House. Some took on assignments as a reporter for political rea-

sons, and some of those who came in later with a (reformed) university de-

gree in journalism wanted to practice objective reporting. Some were able—

or fortunate—to work within the house in ways that fit their ambitions; oth-

ers found themselves caught up in a situation where the idea and design of 

public communication looked suspiciously like the one before 1989, albeit 

faced with a different set of loyalties than the previous one. 

The Free Press House obviously means different things to different per-

sons, variously positioned as they are in the professional hierarchies that 
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organize work in the building, and having entered office environments with 

different backgrounds, ideals and motivations. Experiences shape their ac-

counts on what the building has to offer, and what it stands for. The two 

journalists quoted in this chapter tell stories about invisible structures that 

add meanings to their work place. These structures regard certain spirits of 

mind not only of the journalists, but of their superiors who steer their work 

or provide them with their professional tasks and facilities. Of these two 

narratives, one reveal pride and joy, the other shame and frustration. 

 ―Every building is experienced as a concrete reality,‖ writes architect 

Thomas A. Markus (1993:4). Smells and sounds, doors leading here and 

there, familiar and unfamiliar faces. When one starts putting labels on build-

ings (like ―Casa Scînteii‖ or ―Free Press House‖) one also substitutes for a 

complex reality. Names, comments, analysis, as well as photos and plans, 

fail to reproduce the rich reality of buildings, ―above all the unique expe-

rience of being within space together with other people‖ (ibid.: 5). A large 

and heavy building such as the Free Press House thus contains a degree of 

unavoidable fragility in its sheer name.  

A space so meticulously controlled by one single part as that of Casa 

Scînteii during the socialist era may have offered little room for individual 

particularities. The repertoire of meaning-making aspects of the building 

during this time was perhaps less wide-ranging than today, revealing a tigh-

ter relationship between form and function. With post-socialism entered a 

challenge to the very notion of meaning, especially incredulity in relation to 

certain grand narratives, alongside some degree of creative disorder. New 

layers were added.  

Even if principally free, the way some persons with affiliation to the Ro-

manian Press Club have been able to accumulate power, paired with their 

views about information and communication, indicates that the Free Press 

House, as an important part of the Romanian media field, to a large degree 

has become a place for the construction and maintenance of certain private 

spheres, rather than public ones. In the next chapter, I shall detail what this 

may look like from the perspective of a few individual journalists. 
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4. Journalists and Journalisms 

At the end of the year 2000, the Romanian Press Club organized a media fair 

at Romexpo, a large exhibition complex in Bucharest, built in the 1960s and 

situated right across the street from the Free Press House. Newspapers, news 

agencies, magazines, and TV and radio stations (mainly Bucharest-based 

ones) gathered in the expo facilities to display their products and to pursue 

public relations in a manner not seen before. In terms of space, the media 

fair symbolized a movement from the territorial ―factory‖ of news produc-

tion in the former Casa Scînteii building during socialist times, to a kind of 

de-placed capitalist market economy ―showroom.‖ Conversing directly with 

their audiences and business partners on a variety of issues (news produc-

tion, politics, subscription, advertisment prices, etc.), leaders of the current 

media operations thus put their business and publicist efforts at stake in at-

tempts to establish their authority and legitimacy as actors in the current 

informational situation. 

A large part of the Romanian media landscape lay at the visitor‘s feet. 

There were the central figures of Adevărul (chief editor Dumitru Tinu among 

them, also chairman of the Romanian Press Club), inviting readers for a talk 

about the newspaper. There were representatives of Flacăra, founded in 

1911, a cultural-literary magazine that had kept going during the Ceauşescu 

era, politically compromised and contributing to the Ceauşescu cult (see 

Gabanyi 2000). In 1990 Flacăra had reorganized and had come out as a 

revised product—a sort of light current affairs magazine—that seemed to 

have some take on the market.73 There were also representatives of foreign 

and internationally active news producers like the BBC and Reuters along 

with some of the successful tabloids and glossy magazines, like Evenimentul 

Zilei and the Romanian edition of Cosmopolitan. One of the more attractive 

stands was a photo exhibition by a group of photojournalists, a few of them 

belonging to Reuters‘ local staff. Some of them had been quite prosperous in 

                                                      
73 Flacăra was closed down during World War I, reappeared in 1922, closed down again 
during World War II, reappeared in 1952 and was relaunched in 1990. 
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establishing themselves as freelancers or stringers in the post-1989 transna-

tionalized media landscape, but then their kind of product travels more easily 

across borders. With wars and conflicts in countries in the region during the 

early and mid-1990s, the demand for their photographic labor on an interna-

tional news market had been high.74 

The fair was one example of a kind of work carried out by the Romanian 

Press Club which was appreciated by some journalists I spoke to and who 

suggested that the club was doing good things for the media in Romania. 

The so-called International Press Center established earlier in connection to 

general elections in September 2000, was another of the club‘s projects. 

Some journalists claimed that this had turned into an occasion during which 

they had the opportunity to meet journalists in other media in a way that 

rarely happened before. The program of the International Press Center was 

almost a week long, and press conferences were held one after the other, 

which meant that journalists spent several whole days in the same place, 

with lots of opportunities for mingling during the breaks. From this perspec-

tive, the club could be said to have progressively stimulated a sense of com-

munity among the journalists. Others, however, were more prone to interpret 

both the press center during the campaign and the media fair as attempts on 

the part of the club to lay its hands on and control the media market as a 

whole.75 

I arrived at the expo together with Liana Ganea, an NGO activist working 

for the Media Monitoring Agency who came to check things out and to 

spread information about the activity of her NGO. The Media Monitoring 

Agency had not been invited to display at the expo, and neither had 

Caţavencu (the satirical weekly where the agency‘s director Mircea Toma 

had his main employment). It did not surprise Liana and her colleagues that 

they had not been invited to participate officially in the fair, since their im-

pression was that the Romanian Press Club, ever since it had been estab-

lished, had ignored or sought to marginalize their work and existence. A 

similar thing had occurred in connection to the International Press Center. 

Representatives of the Media Monitoring Agency had announced to the se-

cretariat of the Romanian Press Club that they would like to schedule a ses-

                                                      
74 There were few freelancing journalists operating in Bucharest when I was there, in the 
sense of running their own companies. I was told that this was partly because editors in Ro-
mania were reluctant to contract journalists outside their own staff, and partly because taxa-
tion rules and other legal conditions made it difficult to do so. 
75 Another event was a prize award gala, which was also criticized for favoring certain media 
companies while excluding others. 
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sion to present some of their work, based on a media monitoring report the 

agency had just released. They were told that the sessions were devoted to 

political parties and presidential candidates, not NGOs. The Media Monitor-

ing Agency staff then asked another NGO that was not in a conflict situation 

with the club to try and enroll in the program, and this NGO was accepted. 

As we walked along the many stands, Liana introduced me to a few 

people, and this was how I met Simona (figuring in the previous chapter) for 

the first time, assigned to represent her paper at the fair. Liana walked off to 

continue her networking, and I remained at Simona‘s stand. She handed me 

a mug of coffee, asked me what I was up to in Romania, and we started con-

versing. It was to become one among many meetings, and Simona became 

one in a group of approximately fifteen journalists that I interviewed and met 

on a regular basis during my stay in Bucharest. 

Seven portraits 

In this chapter I present ethnographic material in the form of portraits of 

seven journalists involved in regular and investigative news production or 

similar occupations. The material builds on interviews, in most cases ac-

companied by participant observation at the journalists‘ respective 

workplaces.76 The selection of journalists included in the chapter has been 

driven by an ambition to show mainly two things. First, it is difficult to draw 

any overall conclusion about what may constitute a Romanian journalist 

identity or community today. Second, even if the field is a fragmented and 

complex one, a few traits in the material crystallize. Rather than constituting 

characteristics of the journalistic community in Romania, I prefer to see 

them as recurrent themes in a heterogeneous field. 

I will mention here a few of the themes before I proceed. One theme is 

transnational connections, coming in several forms. Some of the portrayed 

journalists have been trained by foreign teachers, in Romania and/or abroad, 

through university courses or training at work. ―Western standards‖ was a 

recurrent expression throughout my interviews, as an ideal point of refer-

ence, as well as something to criticize. Another theme could be labeled 

―dealing with events‖ and concerns workplace routines connected to the 

                                                      
76 Quotes included in the texts are from transcribed tape recorded interviews or fieldnotes of 
mine. As a rule, the interviewees read transcriptions of the more structured interviews and 
were occasionally given the opportunity to comment on extracts from my field diary in which 
they appeared. All journalists except one spoke English, and in this case I used an interpreter. 
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process of gathering information and compiling it into news. As I stated in 

the previous chapter, some journalists who talked to me complained that 

their work was being manipulated to fit certain interests, and in this chapter I 

give more details about this. A third and related theme is that of corruption, 

and I shall recount a couple of cases which one of the journalists depicted as 

clearly involving bribes. A fourth theme is harassment or intimidation, 

linked to that of protection. One portrait specifically turns around this theme 

and reveals what may happen when a journalist from a provincial town 

persistently investigates the work of local politicians, police and prosecutors. 

Taking notes at a press conference, Bucharest 2000. (Photo by author)  

Simona: ―I am free to do things in my own way‖ 

In 1992, Simona was heading for research in chemistry when she won a re-

cruiting contest at a newly started Bucharest news magazine. Having chosen 

to go for a career within the large polytechnical university program of the 

socialist era, the changes in 1989 had made her think again. The probation 

time offered to her after winning the contest was a start, and she has been in 

the business ever since. The paper that hired Simona went bankrupt after less 

than a year and she lost a monthly salary. She managed to find another as-
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signment and eventually ended up at Adevărul where she was among the 

staff at the section for investigative journalism when I met her.77 

Simona travels a lot in the country to collect material for her reports, 

mostly together with one of the newspaper‘s own drivers, a photographer, 

and sometimes a journalist colleague. Throughout the years, she has devel-

oped a wide network of contacts from which she picks up threads. She can 

be working on a piece for months, but normally three or four articles leave 

her desk each month. After she has collected material and written the article, 

her boss reads, edits, and hands it back for rereading. Normally, all sections 

and the editorial board gather to discuss the piece before it goes to print.  

Simona believes the senior editors and executives at her workplace in Bu-

charest give her sufficient freedom to do things in her own way, and she has 

never experienced having her ideas and the results of her enquiries being 

halted or misused for political reasons or because of relationships between 

the people she portrays, on the one side, and the editors, owners or the buy-

ers of advertisement space in her newspaper, on the other. She is proud to be 

working for this specific daily, aware that things are not so bright at other 

places, especially in the provinces where she reckons that ties between me-

dia, business, politics, and local ―mafia‖ (Simona‘s word) often constrain the 

professional freedom of the individual journalist in a more intimate way as 

compared to Bucharest. People outside the office have threatened her a few 

times, though. One day, for example, a former owner of a security company 

that had figured in an article of hers, all of a sudden, despite guards at the 

entrance of the building, appeared at the doorstep of her office room and 

threatened her. ―If someone wants to do it, it‘s easy,‖ she says and mentions 

that she sometimes reflects upon the fact that she travels to work on public 

transportation every day. There is no extra payment for this risk situation, 

but it is a topic of some discussion at her newspaper. 

Based on her experiences in the USA (see Chapter 3), Simona believes it 

is possible to talk about a universal model of journalism or of universal prin-

ciples of the profession. She sees it as a matter of the same kind of tools. 

Differences occur, for example, in the relation between media and the laws 

governing the activity. The laws may be different from one country to anoth-

                                                      
77 ―Investigaţii‖ (―Investigations‖) was a common label put on a group of journalists separated 
into a specific department within news offices. In Simona‘s case, it appears as if longterm 
investigations constituted the main part of her work task, while in other cases ‖investigation‖ 
denoted regular daily beat on activities connected to the police, various courts, prosecutor‘s 
offices and the military. 
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er, but the everyday practice is much the same. She mentions that there is a 

lot of debate about media law in Romania currently. On the one side, she 

tells me, the debate focuses on the need to secure free access to information 

and the protection of journalists. On the other, the discussions about law and 

professionalization of the media are also focusing on the need to ―clean up 

the dirty business‖ that has become part and parcel of the post-socialist pub-

lic sphere: corrupt ties, outright blackmailing and what Simona refers to as 

―stunt-reporting,‖ meaning paid-for information that appears in the form of 

news, and which tends to put the reliability and reputation of journalism at 

risk. Perhaps some kind of legislation could foster this, but a special media 

law could also be too restrictive, she thinks. 
 
For the moment, we [the journalists] can be sued by anyone, and there is a lot 
of money involved in this [in terms of damages], which can be quite severe 
for the journalist. We don‘t have anything like the American First Amend-
ment. But changes are on their way in the penal code and we are still learn-
ing. I believe we are professional, most of us, but still learning. Apparently 
they are free there [in the U.S.], but I was shocked to see that there was no 
competition. There was only one important newspaper in the towns where I 
stayed. This is frightening, no competition. We have very tough competition 
here. 
 

When asked about what she thinks about the kind of development program 

she had been enrolled in, she says:  
 
It is a way of having a real American experience. A good thing, I feel lucky, 
and to some extent I felt like a professional in that situation. I don‘t know 
why they [Freedom House] were doing this. Freedom House started as a kind 
of anticommunist organization and I guess it is good for them too to have 
journalists with American experience here in Romania, when they send their 
investors. And, we live in a global world of information! I try to put myself 
in their perspective and I hope it is freedom of expression they‘re after. On 
the other hand, a guy from the White House I met once shared his opinion on 
us Romanians and said ―you are perhaps stable, but you are not predictable.‖ 
So, I don‘t know. I try not to be suspicious. 
 

The most obvious difference between Romania and the U.S., Simona thinks, 

concerns resources. In her case, she shares one telephone and two computers 

with four colleagues. Her paper is owned mainly by the employees them-

selves, she says, through a foundation. This may open up for more freedom, 

but fewer resources. She believes it is different with foreign-owned media. 

―They have better equipment, but they are probably less free,‖ she reasons. 

On what it takes to become a journalist, she tells me half-jokingly that a 

handbook for beginners issued by the Soros foundation was helpful when 
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she was new in the game. Simona believes that a journalist should ―behave‖ 

in a way as to combine a reasonable proportion of common sense with some 

boldness: ―Sometimes you have to get in by kicking the door with your 

foot.‖ A good atmosphere with colleagues is also necessary, to teach and 

learn from. 

 

While Simona was not explicitly interested in pursuing her journalistic tasks 

along the lines of one or the other political conviction, and feeling that she 

had never been forced to by her superiors, there were others who orientated 

their professional identity along such lines; who were more conscious about 

the political color of their newspaper, or the kind of readership their articles 

were addressing. Andrei had such an understanding of his role as a journal-

ist. 

Andrei: ―I don‘t want Iliescu in power again‖78 

Andrei is a journalist with the daily newspaper Naţional. I had met him in 

2000 during the electoral campaign period, at the International Press Center 

organized by the Romanian Press Club. His department was divided into 

several units to cover the campaign, with each of the five journalists respon-

sible for a certain number of political parties and their candidates. ―Although 

we are a pretty big newspaper, I tell you, we work with only one computer 

and one fax for the whole internal politics department.‖ 

Andrei regularly attended the press conferences at the International Press 

Center and thinks the initiative to organize this kind of event was a good 

one. He says he does not know much about the activity of the Romanian 

Press Club, other than that it is composed or lead by ―great journalists,‖ as 

he phrases it, and that it constitutes a kind of ―elite club.‖ Yet, ―it is only the 

editors in chief that have an open door to it,‖ he says. ―Me, as a simple re-

porter . . . no. We are not organized, legally. I could be a member of one of 

those organizations that exist today, but I am simply not interested, and 

frankly I don‘t understand what they are up to in these ‗clubs.‘ We are con-

sidered too inexperienced. In Romania we have no legislation. Some of the 

former communist laws still exist, some articles are still in use.‖ 

Andrei had worked previously at the state-owned news agency Rompres. 

It was easy to get a job there, he says, easier than at other institutions. He 

                                                      
78 Ion Iliescu was elected President of Romania for three terms, 1990-1992, 1992-1996, and 
2000-2004. 
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began that assignment when he was in the last year of his journalism studies. 

He reckoned it would be good for him to have some job experience before 

he got his degree, so he went to Rompres and found employment within 

twenty-four hours. The probation time was three months and he says he did 

not get paid for this period. He uses the expression ―communist obligation‖ 

when lamenting the routine to let people work on a probation for such a long 

time, with no salary: ―At other institutions it‘s around two or three weeks, 

and I know of at least a couple of places where you also receive some money 

for this period.‖  

The manager assured Andrei that he would be employed in the end, if he 

proved fit for the job. For him the question of payment was not important. 

The thing was to finish his studies with experience from the job market as 

well. In October 1996, he was employed at Rompres with minimal salary; 

―Even cleaners have higher . . .‖ During the probation time he mostly 

worked on his own. He was sent on easier assignments to start with, and the 

editor in chief trusted him to work on his own since he had the journalism 

studies background. Some of his colleagues, with other educational back-

grounds, had seniors watching over them. 

During election campaign periods, newspapers normally establish agree-

ments with certain political parties, Andrei claims. The party pays for adver-

tisements published in the paper but in the agreement there are also certain 

clauses that more or less prohibit negative writings about this particular par-

ty.79 This part of the deal is not public (―no part is public,‖ Andrei adds) and 

he is not sure exactly how it is formulated, although he has no doubt that 

such clauses do exist. The agreements affect his work, he states, as he is 

expected to follow certain ―non-journalistic rules.‖ Still, he does not think of 

this as unethical. He understands that there is a certain agreement and he 

accepts that in his daily work at Naţional.  
 
It happens to coexist with my political interest, and I certainly don‘t want 
Iliescu in power again! Polls are showing a big gap, with PDSR [Iliescu‘s 
party] in the lead. PDSR contains lots of old securitate-people and, in fact, it 
would be simply unethical for me to kick the asses of the other candidates. 
 

                                                      
79 One category of advertisements are marked with a small sign ―P‖ for publicitate (adver-
tisement) enclosed in a circle and placed in a corner, but the layout and typographical design 
make these pieces not easily distinguishable from regular articles. 
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Iliescu won the elections in 2000 and Andrei‘s subsequent work meant cov-

ering the whereabouts of the candidate he would have rather not seen in the 

position of president.  

 

Another journalist who was to cover Iliescu‘s time back in office, was Radu. 

He worked at the Bucharest-based national daily Curentul with office space 

in the north flank of the Free Press House. I met him during a so-called safe-

ty course in Sinaia (see Chapter 5) during which he had invited me to come 

and see what he reckoned to be, in his own words, a Romanian newspaper 

with ―Western standards.‖ Radu had a different perspective than Andrei on 

the lack of freedom as a journalist.  

Radu: ―Fake articles is a normal thing in Romania‖ 

Before entering Curentul‟s office, one passes a section of the old Casa 

Scînteii  printing halls where men in blue-collar clothing are occupied in 

maintaining and running some of the large steel machines that are still in 

use. The environment here stands in stark contrast to that of the computer 

and web-based one in Curentul‟s office. After entering the corridor leading 

to Curentul‟s main newsroom, one finds on the left side Curentul‟s neighbor, 

Monitorul de Bucureşti. At the time of my first visit with Radu, this tabloid 

has just been set up and the newly hired journalists are working on a couple 

of test issues, to be published in few numbers for the purpose of trimming 

the organization. The front page of one of these test issues indicates the 

newspaper‘s profile: a photo of three Roma men on a horse carriage in a 

Bucharest street, one of them with a gun in his hand. An enlarged photo en-

closed in a circle shows the gun. The title reads: ―This is your neighbor-

hood.‖ 

Curentul used to occupy the whole floor in this section of the house, but 

the staff had been cut down and Radu and his colleagues now share one sin-

gle hall, about two hundred square meters large. Monitorul de Bucureşti, 

moving in to the other half of the floor, belongs to the same media group as 

Curentul and is yet another project of Ion Cristoiu, the well-known media 

entrepreneur. Radu describes Monitorul de Bucureşti as we leave the corri-

dor and enter the Curentul office space: 
  
It‘s popular, or populist, aimed at workers and the middle class. It offers the 
sensational and is a bit provocative. The market today is highly competitive 
and one has to be more aggressive, I guess, to gain readers and reach new au-
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diences. I believe the paper was created mainly to have more advertisement 
money coming into the network. 
 

It is very hot in Curentul‟s main room. People are busy working in what 

could be described as an open office environment. There are no separate 

cells except for the chief editor‘s, but the door to his room is left wide open. 

Apart from the heat it is fresh and quite nice as a newsroom, offering an 

environment that differs from others I have seen, where there seem to have 

been little priority put on comfort. All in all about sixty people work at Cu-

rentul, thirty of them are journalists. Radu shows me around and points out 

the different sections: economy, culture, social affairs, national/domestic 

politics, and photo, basically pointing at this or that desk. Each section has 

an editor-in-chief. The general chief editor is Cătălin Popa. He is rarely seen 

in public debates, as compared to Ion Cristoiu, who functions as a so-called 

―editorial counselor‖ of both Curentul and Monitorul de Bucureşti. 

Radu has been with Curentul for two years. He has a degree in English 

and Romanian from the philology faculty in Bucharest. After graduating 

from university he passed an exam for teaching, which gave him the oppor-

tunity to work as a teacher in Romanian at an architecture college. Today, he 

earns his main income from his position at Curentul, but he is also working 

as a researcher at a linguistic institute, compiling an etymological dictionary, 

an old project that had started during the communist reign.  

He commenced working at Curentul after simply walking up to the office 

to ask for a job. He got a two-month probation, which, surprisingly in Ra-

du‘s view was paid. He had chosen to try out Curentul because he thought of 

it as a serious paper. A friend told him that he heard they needed people 

there. ―I feel comfortable writing for the kind of readership the paper wants 

to address. I like to be analytical.‖ After the first two months, he received a 

permanent position and has remained among the staff after a couple of reor-

ganizations. In October 1999 two-thirds of the staff were fired and two 

friends of his; ―very good journalists,‖ he says, had to leave. Curentul also 

had a lot of correspondents in the country and abroad who were all let to go. 

The organization was restructured and now a news agency (Fair Press Agen-

cy), owned by one of the bosses, is contracted to take care of some of the 

provincial matters. The main source of information from the provinces, 

however, is Mediafax.80 

                                                      
80 The largest news agency in the country, set up in 1991 by the media group MediaPro. 
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The paper is very thin now, Radu says, twelve pages as compared to thir-

ty-six not long ago. He works at the section for domestic politics, which 

publishes two pages every day. Officially Curentul is independent, but it has 

a rightist tendency. The director has a lot of connections but it is difficult to 

say whether he supports any specific political party, Radu thinks, although 

the tendency is fairly clear. The newspaper wants to be a paper for a certain 

group, a certain readership: liberal, intellectual, elite people running their 

own companies and who are interested in economy and finance. This leaves 

out sensationalism. Two pages devoted for domestic politics is sometimes a 

bit much, he thinks, but points out that the Romanian political sphere has a 

lot of colorful people, and there are a lot of issues and sometimes scandals 

going on, a lot to write about. 

We sit down and look through the day‘s issue. As always, a drawing of a 

bald eagle‘s head, the Curentul logotype, decorates the first page (strikingly 

similar to the national bird and symbol of the USA). I suggest it symbolizes 

the sharp eye of the journalist and Radu thinks this was probably the inten-

tion, along with associations to freedom and strength. We come to page five, 

Actualitate (Current Affairs). The top article is about the politician and head 

of the intelligence service, Radu Timofte, and his possible connections to the 

former Soviet security agency KGB. This is an example of a taboo subject, 

Radu says. It is not allowed for him and his colleagues to criticize this man 

too much, due to the connections between him and Curentul‟s manager. The 

story started with a liberal senator saying during a press conference that Ti-

mofte had been involved in some things that indicated a connection to KGB. 

Radu was there and brought the information back to his boss who said that 

no, this is not something they will write about. All other newspapers did 

write about this issue, and in the end Curentul could not ignore it since it 

gained a lot of coverage; they had to write at least something. This kind of 

procedure is a disappointment to Radu. 
 
But this is the way it is. The journalists are simple pieces in this game and 
with the collection of press barons in the Romanian Press Club, there isn‘t 
much for us to do. If they decide to fire me . . . This creates a lot of stress, 
this unpredictability and the self-censorship that comes with it.81 
 

Radu does not think things will change in the near future. Influential persons 

give money to the newspapers and if the managers and chief editors want to 

                                                      
81 The Romanian Press Club turned up in Radu‘s narrative without us having talked about it 
beforehand. 
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remain in business they have to be careful. ―We are an opinion paper,‖ he 

says. ―That means presenting what the reader wants to read. It is not about 

getting information. Rather, it is about confirming opinions, for a particular 

kind of people.‖ We discuss the word ―tentă‖ in Romanian, ―touch‖ in Eng-

lish we conclude. That is the running principle in the writing of articles at 

Curentul. What does this mean practically? It means attaching some kind of 

comment or using a certain focus on the article that appears on the regular 

news space in the paper. The article on Timofte, for example, starts out by 

saying that the whole matter is made up, according to sources in SRI (the 

current Romanian security agency), and it does not bring up the other side; 

in other words it does not investigate this affair or case from a critical or 

scrutinizing point of view. ―It does not start from root facts, but states how to 

think about the matter if one wants to support Timofte, suggesting that the 

whole thing was an invention of the enemies, through their papers . . . Fake 

articles,‖ Radu says, ―is a normal thing in Romania. At Curentul too.‖ 

 

Radu thus described a central aspect of the current working conditions of the 

individual Romanian journalist: journalists as information gatherers rather 

than watchdogs. He chose to call the product of the mechanisms involved 

here ―fake articles.‖ Eugen, a journalist with similar experiences and opi-

nions as those of Radu, labeled it in terms of ―communist thinking.‖ 

Eugen: ―They seem to have something against events‖ 

Eugen is covering the affairs of the Romanian senate when I first meet him 

in early 2000. Thirty years old, he has been working as a journalist with 

România Liberă, one of the largest Romanian dailies, for five years. He 

helps me with contacts and information on several issues, for example, an 

ongoing debate on a draft law related to journalism. As mentioned, this is a 

major and ongoing issue during the time I spend in Bucharest, divided 

roughly into two sides: one arguing for the need to prevent through legisla-

tion the misbehavior of journalists, and the other arguing for the need to 

safeguard also through legislation freedom of speech, access to information 

and the protection of journalists from constraints that instill self-censorhship. 

During an interview I undertake with a senator involved in the law issue, 

and a representative of a journalist union who is also present during the in-

terview, a spontaneous reference is made by the senator to an article written 

by Eugen and published on the day of the interview. The article contains 
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details about a proposition made by the union and a summary of a meeting 

among a few senators and journalists during which the proposition was dis-

cussed. This triggers a conversation during the interview about the motives 

behind the proposition. The union representative attempts to dismiss Eugen‘s 

article as an example of the opinionating rhetoric produced by the newspaper 

Eugen is working for and as hardly corresponding with the truth. I have a 

look at the article later on, and the tone in the text indeed makes it appear 

more like a commentary with some politicizing antagonism included than a 

news piece, despite its location on page four devoted to regular reporting on 

internal politics, rather than in the editorial section. For example, it mentions 

the union representative as follows: 
 
Particularly talkative, however, was the initiator of the project [lobbying for 
the law], a representative of an obscure ―Association of Journalists-
Generation 90‖ and an ex editor of the sad popular weekly Atac la persoană 
[Personal attack]. He allowed himself to become more and more aggressive 
verbally as he realized that his ―masterpiece‖ is rejected by all those present.  
 

The text involves a clear tendency to diminish the union representative and 

the project, rather than accounting for the suggestion in a just and fair way. I 

am surprised given my initial impression of Eugen and his views of journal-

ism, and since he was the one who had arranged the interview with the sena-

tor with what I interpreted as good intentions based on our shared interest in 

the topic and on the good relation he has both with the senator and the union 

representative. I ask Eugen about it and learn that it was not the first time 

that an article by his hand has been polished by a colleague with a superior 

rank, leaving the byline unchanged. 
 
There are people at my office with a Stalinist mentality. They seem to have 
something against events. I mean, I am a journalist and she [the section chief] 
tells me to ignore things. There have been many situations in which my boss 
has told me ―leave it.‖ And with that debate on laws on journalism, it was the 
other way around but likewise a problem with events. I wrote my piece and 
she told me to be more critical. She comes with suggestions, or impositions 
rather, in line with what is politically correct with the paper. Some things 
should be left out, I‘m told, and others, of a more subjective and political 
character, should be added. Usually, I have little say here. Sometimes I do the 
changes, in other cases it is done by someone else. The whole thing reminds 
me of the kind of quasi-reality produced by the media in communist times 
and it doesn‘t correspond with the values I see as central to journalism nowa-
days.  
 

Although Eugen finds the representative of the journalist union to be a bit 

agitated and the proposition by his union somewhat out of line, he thinks the 
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issue itself was worthy of public attention since a law on journalism touches 

on the very foundation of the profession as such and indirectly on the public 

information climate in Romania. To him, the proposition was an event to be 

covered. 

Regardless of the purpose behind the rewriting of the article, it exempli-

fies how Eugen often finds himself in a precarious situation in which he has 

to negotiate between competing loyalties toward his boss and employer, his 

source, and, in a more abstract sense, toward his readers and his own convic-

tions about the role of journalism. He says that he finds it rather pointless to 

blame her, well aware that her situation as a female middle boss around his 

age is as precarious as his, albeit on a higher level, and well aware that if he 

starts hassling about these routines, he would probably lose his job.  

The viewpoint of Eugen‘s boss—linked in general terms to what Eugen 

described as ―a problem with events‖—is that journalists have a pedagogical 

mission to fulfill in relation to a readership that during many years was in-

volved in what she calls a ―dysfunctional educational system.‖ She says that 

she sees the qualities of Western style journalism but thinks it is not possible 

to apply this in Romania just yet. Perhaps in a decade or so people will have 

changed, but right now they need to be educated in understanding how the 

new system of decision making works, for example. Sometimes, in her view, 

this means filtering out certain things that will only complicate things. 

 

As it turned out, Eugen gave the union representative a call on the mobile, 

apologized and explained that it was not his intention to place him in a bad 

light, that the text was not solely his. The call happened to take place during 

the interview I undertook in the senator‘s room and I could see and hear that 

the union representative did not take offense toward Eugen. Rather, he sided 

with him in a kind of weary consensus that this was how things were at the 

moment. Eugen did not bring it up with the chief of his section. 

Although I was able to converse briefly with Eugen‘s boss, she was less 

available for interviews than the journalists at her section. I thus had little 

opportunity to further explore the issue of ―dealing with events‖ with her, 

and in connection to Eugen‘s experiences. I talked to others who were in 

similar positions, however. Bogdan, an editor and section chief at the domes-

tic department of Rompres, the state-owned news agency, was one of these 

people. He had had this position for a year and it was his first position at 

Rompres. Education of the citizen or the audience was a minor issue during 
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our conversations, due to Bogdan‘s far more skeptical view to what journal-

ism and the media is currently all about in Romania.  

Bogdan: ―Journalism doesn‘t represent reality‖ 

Bogdan is not a journalist by education; he studied accounting management. 

In 1994 he entered the mass media market via the newspaper Oglinda and 

soon thereafter went to Evenimentul Zilei (a tabloid with a large circulation) 

where he was hired as an analyst and editorial writer at the section for politi-

cal affairs. Toward the end of his stay at Evenimentul Zilei, there was some 

disagreement with the leading staff, mainly with Cornel Nistorescu, the boss 

(member of the honorary council of the Romanian Press Club), about his 

assignment. It was suddenly requested of Bogdan to write not only analysis 

and editorials, but also regular news material and he did not agree with this, 

since it was not part of the original contract and he was not interested in such 

a task. According to Bogdan, Nistorescu broke the deal and that is mainly 

why he left. Moving on to Rompres became an option through an invitation 

by Constantin Badea, the general manager there. Bogdan received the posi-

tion as head of the section for domestic affairs right away. 

Bogdan thinks that Rompres is a dinosaur in terms of bureaucracy, com-

pared to Mediafax, although not compared to Radio Romania (the public 

service radio). I ask him about the changes Rompres went through after 

1989. The boss was apparently kicked out but managed to get rich through 

his contacts, as was the case with many leaders of former state institutions—

common knowledge, according to Bogdan. Most of the staff that worked 

before 1989 remained but they did not adapt very well or at all, in his view.  

Bogdan is responsible for coordinating news from the correspondents 

spread throughout the country. He gives them assignments and he reads what 

they write. His impression is that young people normally write well, while 

others (―old‖) have a lot of problems in terms of compiling material from a 

journalistic point of view. More often, they include their own opinions. The 

staff stationed out in the country are mostly Rompres employees, but many 

of them work for other employers as well, and this is okay as long as they do 

not ―provoke‖ (in terms of violating their position as Rompres representa-

tives). On this issue, Bogdan says that one has to take into consideration 

their meager salaries (less than 2 million lei per month, the approximate of 

80 USD). 
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Bogdan is involved in the process of recruiting new staff for Rompres. He 

prefers collaborators without political orientation. The general director pre-

fers an educational background from classic faculties like philology, eco-

nomics, and law. There is a probation time given for the aspirants, which 

normally amounts to one to three months, sometimes longer. This period is 

non-paid. Bogdan claims that at some other (private) media institutions, 

people are held in probation up to a year, frequently only to be denied per-

manent employment in the end.  

Speaking of training or retraining of employees, there were some connec-

tions with the international news organizations Reuters and AFP earlier who 

offered educational programs. Rompres took part in them, only to see most 

of those who graduated leaving afterwards for the private media. Nowadays, 

there are some connections to foreign organizations, but not much. Yet the 

work at Rompres is organized after a model by Reuters and AFP, described 

in manuals in book form. Bogdan says he had learned this format from earli-

er assignments. At Evenimentul Zilei, the focus was different. He felt ―dis-

torted‖ by the sensationalist focus: ―It took me two or three months to recov-

er.‖ 

He has two things to say about ―Western journalism.‖ First, it is generally 

well organized. Second, there is a lot to say about the information they pro-

duce (international news agencies foremost). ―Reading the news from three 

different West European or U.S. news agencies on a certain delicate topic, 

you end up with three different views‖ he notes. ―The way a certain country 

is looked upon shows that each agency is stuck in a certain view.‖ 

Referring to his own media consumption, Bogdan says that basically 

every Romanian media institution distorts the news in one way or another 

and that he has not been able yet to judge which one does it less. One has 

continuously to try and figure out what kind of ideas are at stake or what 

interests lie behind each report. He thinks this is probably a common ap-

proach to the current media among professionals like himself. 

He is not really interested in carrying on in the media. He does not write 

much today in his current position and he sees his job more or less as a step 

in his career, facing something else rather soon, although he does not know 

exactly what.82 
 
Journalism does not represent reality and I cannot change anything in the po-
sition I am in now. Journalism works within the system, in the West too. It 

                                                      
82 Shortly after I left Bucharest, Bogdan emigrated to Canada.  
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might be worse in Romania. Ethical rules are not respected, at all, and cor-
ruption is just everywhere. 
 

Even in TVR (the state-run TV-channel), Bogdan claims, most reporters get 

paid on the side and it is perhaps most frequent when it comes to less dan-

gerous and less spectacular issues. It is possible to get up to 3,000 USD for a 

commercial article, on the level of editor in chief—―commercial‖ meaning, 

for example, reporting in positive terms about the setting up of a supermar-

ket. Bogdan has experienced this during his time at Jurnalul Naţional and 

Evenimentul Zilei (both members of the Romanian Press Club). I tell him a 

story I heard about a male radio journalist receiving money from female 

Roma fortune tellers whenever he could slip in information about their activ-

ity into his program: ―Come on, this is not bribing—there is no blackmail! It 

sounds more like usual business.‖ He gives an example himself, of Banca 

Populară Naţională (BPN), which was one in a chain of banks that recently 

fell: 
 
They were actually credit cooperatives but called themselves banks. They had 
no insurance from the National Bank and people were generally not aware of 
this. Each one of them created an insurance company as a coverage. I knew 
about this mechanism and that BPN was using it. One journalist made inqui-
ries about it and published a first article. After that it stopped; no more ar-
ticles. The journalist told me afterwards what had happened. The director of 
the bank contacted his editor-in-chief and gave some bribes and the following 
day the newspaper also contained advertisement from the bank. The journal-
ist had made a follow up which—one might wonder how—was published, 
and at that point the director of the bank suddenly started accusing him and 
the newspaper of taking the money [the bribes] without sticking to the deal. 
This is how the journalist actually found out what had happened. When the 
bank director realized the journalist was not aware of the deal, he suggested 
the journalist should share the money with his boss and leave the case there. 
 

Another example of Bogdan‘s from his time at Evenimentul Zilei shows that 

there are also informers inside the news offices. This case was connected to 

Eurocredit Bank, and it involved a similar problem as with BPN. This insti-

tution managed to get a contract as an unemployment cashier for the state. It 

was not covered for this. Bogdan wrote a piece on it and before it was pub-

lished a colleague of his, who knew what Bogdan had written, called the 

bank and made an appointment for Bogdan and some of the leading staff at 

the bank. Bogdan did not go there, but neither was his article published. The 

case then became more complicated. In the end the article was published, but 

this, Bogdan reckons, was because the newspaper had an interest to see that 

a secretary of state who happened to be married to the director of this partic-
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ular bank—which is probably why it could get the responsibility of the un-

employment cashier for the state funds in the first place—went down. The 

publication occurred after Bogdan had left the newspaper, and without him 

being notified. In his view, this piece was clearly used for a political cause. 

Containing some explosive matters, the leading staff had put it aside, waiting 

for the right opportunity. 

It is at Adevărul, Bogdan claims, where the big interests are, not necessar-

ily of money (as compared to the tabloids) but more in terms of political 

power. Bogdan says that information in Adevărul‟s pages is often paid for, 

that is to say, those who hand out the information frequently pay for it to be 

published.  

Although Bogdan sees the tabloid press especially as a dirty business, he 

thinks it was exciting to be in the middle of events for a while. At Rompres, 

the scale of things are more ―human,‖ as he puts it, more about trivial things 

between people working in the same organization. 

 

While Bogdan gave examples of journalists and the media being corrupted 

themselves, the other side of this is the media and the journalists covering 

corruption in official sectors, specifically the political, jurisdictional, busi-

ness and police ones. One of the more spectacular stories of this kind of 

journalistic work I came across was the case of Nicolae. 

Nicolae: ―If it‘s necessary to break the law, I‘ll do it‖83 

Nicolae is a journalist from the city of Lugoj near the regional capital 

Timişoara, some 400 kilometers west of Bucharest. I had met him at a confe-

rence in Sinaia in early 2000 and at the Caţavencu World Press Freedom 

Day party which followed the conference. At the party, Nicolae was awarded 

―most harassed journalist‖ and received a box of whiskey and a free hair cut 

as prize, the latter carried out on stage.84 It had been difficult to arrange a 

                                                      
83 Nicolae is not a pseudonym. The data in this portrait is specific to the extent that it would 
have been difficult to conceal the origins by using another name on the journalist in question, 
and the town in which he lives and works. Nicolae Toma has agreed to appear with real name, 
and Lugoj is the real town where he works.  
84 The conference, to which I return in Chapter 6, was organized with the purpose to discuss 
the possible formation of a nationwide association for journalists. A.P.P.L.E., Asociaţia pen-
tru Protecţia şi Promovarea Libertăţii de Expresie (The Association for the Protection and 
Promotion of Freedom of Speech), was formed as a result. As for the party, it was one of 
several organized by Caţavencu and its associate Media Monitoring Agency that I attended 
during my fieldwork.These parties were rather spectacular, highly appreciated among journal-
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meeting for a more formal interview, but eventually I had the chance to see 

him for a few hours on one of his occasional visits to Bucharest. 

At our interview, Nicolae begins by talking about his hometown Lugoj.85 

After the war in Bosnia, the town has become the drug center of the region 

(bordering Hungary and Serbia). He claims that the local community has 

gone out of control and mentions that a lawyer was recently beaten up in 

front of the police house. Some policemen witnessed it but did nothing, and 

in fact they rather encouraged it. There is a flourishing affluence in the town. 

Some people have become very rich and to Nicolae it is obvious that the 

local political power is involved in this. Among other things, the town seems 

to attract prosecutors from various parts of the country. He believes they are 

well paid to pursue what he reckons to be fake trials.  

Nicolae has been running several newspapers since the revolutionary days 

in 1989, most of the time based in Lugoj. Like Timişoara, Lugoj was one 

among a few towns in the western provinces that were practically cut off 

from the rest of the country a week before the riots started in Bucharest, late 

December 1989. Nicolae claims he led a local group of revolutionaries that 

wanted to destroy communism only.86 There was another more violent group 

that wanted to destroy ―everything.‖ He had the opportunity to enter into 

politics at that point, but chose to start a newspaper instead, called Drapelul 

(The Flag). The name originates from an old paper issued between 1901 and 

1920 by a man named Valeriu Branişte who was imprisoned many times due 

to his conflicts with the authorities. Nicolae feels connected to Branişte. 

―The curse has been transmitted,‖ he says. 

Drapelul was under Nicolae‘s supervision until 1997. In December that 

year, he was arrested and put in jail for two months. The sentence had in fact 

been longer but was reduced. He was accused of insult and calumny for hav-

ing accused a prosecutor of not having the proper education needed for the 

position he held, and that he had received his position through ―friendship‖ 

with important people. He had the prosecutor‘s diploma in his possession, 

showing that this man‘s background was insufficient. He says with a smile 

that he used a ―special method‖ to get hold of this document: he hired a per-

son to break into the man‘s house and steal it. For a period of time, there was 

                                                                                                                             
ists and often included celebrities from the top level of the political sector, leaders from the 
newspaper world, and heads of international organizations. 
85 I used an interpreter for this interview. The transcript in English was translated into Roma-
nian and read by Nicolae. 
86 He holds the status as revolutionary, granted by the state. 



 138 

a kind of war going on between him and this particular prosecutor. Nicolae 

is currently involved in fifty-three trials, all concerning insult, calumny, etc. 

Nine verdicts have come so far and they have all been passed to Strasbourg 

where they await to be brought up in the European Court of Human Rights. 

In 1992, Nicolae initiated a ―one-million-for-a-head award‖ in order to 

obtain information on harassments from prosecutors. People were paid a 

million lei (approximately 35 USD) for handing in information. He got more 

than he expected and had to hire eight people to sort things out and verify it. 

He started publishing the cases that had been checked and which indicated 

corruption in the local jurisdictional community. At this point, material dam-

ages on Nicolae‘s house, car, office, etc. started to become part of his every-

day life. Other troubles he has encountered include, for instance, unknown 

guests that arrived in his house and smoothly left letters or documents on his 

table. Once he found a letter when a woman he did not know had been in his 

house. He immediately burned it, since his house had been searched several 

times. He also once found a 100 DM bill with a special solution on it, proba-

bly to make it easier to get fingerprints, he reckons. In 1998 he had drugs put 

in his pockets and in food. 

The newspaper he is currently operating, Banat Expres, should be in the 

Guinness Book of Records, he says: once, when there were some intricate 

articles in his paper, he had to publish four editions in a day, since someone 

was buying up all the copies. He frequently uses shocking headlines, such as 

―I had a brilliant fuck with the prosecutor,‖ only to show how these guys 

―work,‖ and on some occasions when this kind of headline has covered the 

first page, the paper was quickly sold out—too quickly in Nicolae‘s opinion. 

He says he is basically self-taught. One of his principles is that if breaking 

the law is necessary to obtain the information he needs, he will do it. He has 

got equipment for bugging and he might even introduce prostitutes to pro-

voke things he already knows about to come to the surface. He stalks people, 

and he contacts mistresses as well as enemies of people he is interested in. 

He jokes around to trigger reactions. An important thing here, he stresses, is 

that he has never been tried in court for using illegal methods. 

Concerning support from abroad, in 1990 he went for a course in inves-

tigative methods in Milano, and in 1994 he was in Munich for a similar ses-

sion. He runs an NGO dealing with legal support, mainly to other journalists, 

and has received some funding for this from organizations in West European 

countries. Yet he does not think he has gained anything from Western aid. In 

his view, Western organizations favor projects and NGOs based in Buchar-
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est. He also thinks that Bucharest journalists seem to have little motivation to 

organize and to work actively to improve the conditions for journalism on a 

nation-wide scale. There is a split between the capital and the other districts, 

the smaller cities, he thinks. Talk shows in national television only bring up 

Bucharest problems, and one of the biggest national dailies, Ziua, sells per-

haps 30 copies in Lugoj, while Nicolae sells 5,000. 

Nicolae speaks fast and has a tendency to jump from one rather delicate 

issue to another. It is hard to pin down exactly how he is financing his activi-

ties. He seems to have several different sources of income. Upon my ques-

tions on this, he says that he is a good manager and runs several firms, main-

ly export-import businesses. Also, he mentions a printing press that seems to 

be under his control, although he does not own it completely, as far as I 

could understand. He has made a lot of money with this, he claims. During 

the humanitarian aid boom in the early 1990s, furthermore, he met a rich 

Greek man. This man wanted to give him one million US dollars, with one 

percent interest rate in thirty years, and repayment in products, but Nicolae 

turned the offer down. He was not interested in money laundering, he says, 

although today he regrets he did not accept the offer. In 1994, a man from 

Denmark introduced him to a highly placed journalist from the Netherlands. 

He came to Romania and stayed with Nicolae and followed him around, 

learning about his work. He was impressed by what he saw and wanted to 

support him, and invest in him somehow. When what Nicolae calls the ―bad 

guys‖ found out about Nicolae‘s relation with this man, they went to the 

man‘s hotel and ―scared the shit out of him.‖ He never saw him again. 

The trials started sometime in the mid 1990s. At one point Nicolae was 

very tired of the whole thing and once in court he ripped out a page of the 

penal code in front of the authorities. The pressure on him and his family 

increased and after a while he and his wife broke up. She could not take the 

harassments and they went separate ways, their daughter (born 1993) going 

along with her mother. ―They used my weak points. Anyway,‖ he says, ―it‘s 

better to fight alone.‖ 

After a short period in jail in 1997, Nicolae continued with more business 

and was doing well in export-import, not necessarily in Lugoj. He also con-

tinued the newspaper business and started Banat Expres. Now the newspaper 

does not appear with his name in the header anymore, in order to not call 

attention to himself. The profit goes to him and he has three people working 

for him now, doing various kinds of things such as the writing. Then (taking 

a small piece of paper from his pocket), Nicolae says he actually should be 
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in prison now, but the Supreme Court had suspended his sentence after some 

pressures from Academia Caţavencu  (more on this below). 

Speaking about his earlier two months in jail, Nicolae tells me, surprising-

ly, that these months were the best in his life. ―People realized I was the 

good guy, and they treated me well. I had ten bodyguards. Not even a gypsy 

has that many! They took care of me even when I was asleep, and made din-

ner for me. You can have a tour with me there if you want!‖ 

We talk about the different spheres or levels of his work field: police, 

prosecutors, and judges (and jail). The relationship with the police is tough 

but the prosecutors are actually the nastiest. His relationship with the police 

chief is practically war. This man used to be the chief of the traffic police in 

Lugoj some years ago. In 1990, Nicolae tells me, the man was caught steal-

ing restoration material from the mayor‘s house and was put on trial. Mean-

while he was also suspected of falsely issuing driver‘s licenses to gypsies. 

He was found guilty of both and degraded to a less important position in 

Timişoara. In 1994, he came back to Lugoj. 

At this point, Mircea Toma, NGO activist with Media Monitoring Agency 

and journalist with Caţavencu, enters as a topic in our conversation. Nicolae 

met him when he was about to leave Romania, fed up with all the problems. 

He read in a newspaper that Mircea was calling on reporters who had prob-

lems in their professional work to contact him. He called and Mircea found it 

hard to believe what he heard, Nicolae says. He went to Bucharest with sixty 

kilos of evidence and invited Mircea to take whatever he wanted. Mircea 

was amazed, Nicolae says, and chose to start working with the material. The 

conclusion he drew, according to Nicolae, was that this was a serious case of 

harassment. 

This first meeting with Mircea took place in 1999. He encouraged Nicolae 

to remain in the country, and said it would be a pity for Romania to lose him. 

Also, he tried to persuade him that he was not alone. Nicolae says he did not 

come to Mircea for help. He reckons his experience is important and that 

other people would probably have gone mad. He thinks that it would have 

been better, however, if he had met Mircea and the Caţavencu people earlier: 

―In court recently, after it became known that I had connections to Mircea, I 

was recognized as a man, as somebody, and I was treated more decently.‖ 

Nicolae says several times that he does not want to be looked upon as a 

hero and that one of the worst things is that his daughter sees him as a role 

model. He would not want her ending up in a similar business. ―I don‘t have 

a life,‖ he says. He has had periods of depression, being neurotic, apathy, 
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loneliness, etc., ―you wouldn‘t believe.‖ Mircea and Caţavencu have filled 

up some of that space of anxiety and stress, he says. While we approach the 

end of the interview, Nicolae mentions that he will have a book printed, with 

support from Academia Caţavencu. It will be called ―The people know.‖ 

 

The portrait of Nicolae is included in this chapter because it illustrates what 

it looks like when a driven person like Nicolae has decided to carry on and 

on with journalistic investigations about the activities of local authorities, to 

the point of nearly risking his life. There is a methodological problem here, 

however, concerning the verification of Nicolae‘s accounts. I had no oppor-

tunity to follow him during his work, no opportunity to firmly follow up 

what he told me. For analytical purposes, however, this matters less. I had 

met Nicolae several times in Bucharest-based NGO circles, and it was espe-

cially in connection to the award he received at the 2000 World Press Free-

dom Day party that drew my attention to him as a person to interview. A 

feature of the party was a near fetichization of harassment and several cate-

gories of awards were handed out: most harassed, most numbers of charges, 

highest amount of financial damages etc. 

As Nicolae himself recounts, he ended up in the NGO circles and dis-

course as an example of a severely harassed journalist, which seemed rea-

sonable given the number of lawsuits he had collected, and the troubles he 

had undergone. Yet his methods as well as psychological condition, as I was 

later informed about by Mircea Toma, makes him a problematic case. Ha-

rassed yes, but perhaps not a role model for investigative journalism. 

If Nicolae‘s work environment could be described as harsh, this was not 

the case for Claudiu who I will now turn to, and if Nicolae‘s investigations 

mostly concerned issues of corruption on the local level, Claudiu had been 

dealing with political life on the highest national level. He had been quite 

successful in his career, and was at the same time quite skeptical about the 

position of journalists in the current public sphere.  

Claudiu: ―Journalists are driven by the urge to show that they are 

right‖ 

Claudiu works at the monthly magazine Plai cu Boi. Mixing cultural, politi-

cal, and literary genres of journalism, this magazine is mostly a playful exer-

cise in irony and satire, mocking the current order and the galleries of politi-

cians and other authorities. The form and content of Plai cu Boi are close to 



 142 

that of Caţavencu (the satirical weekly that I have mentioned a few times, 

where Mircea Toma works, and to which I return in Chapter 5). The name 

paraphrases Playboy which, at the surface of it, could be said to be one of the 

magazine‘s competitors. Both Plai cu Boi and the Romanian edition of 

Playboy were launched in 2000, and although the styles of the two maga-

zines are quite different, it is arguably an important part of the image of Plai 

cu Boi to set itself against such a famous brand as Playboy to indicate mock-

ery, provocation, and play.87 The name literally means a land of oxen (and in 

a figurative sense, a field of idiots). Well-known personalities from the cul-

tural and political elite are permanently accredited to write chronicles, such 

as Andrei Pleşu (philosopher and former Minister of Culture), Horia-Roman 

Patapievici (writer and head of the Romanian Cultural Institute since 2005), 

and the late Alexandru Paleologu (essayist, diplomat and politician). Photo-

graphs of nude or half-nude women (and occasionally men) are frequent 

throughout the magazine, but certainly in a different context and style as 

compared to Playboy.88 

Plai cu Boi was launched in September 2000, partly as a support for the 

liberal presidential candidate Theodor Stolojan. The October issue, just be-

fore general elections, contained a ten-page interview with him. The founder 

of the magazine was writer, critic and media personality Mircea Dinescu.89 

The same year that Plai cu Boi appeared on the market, Dinescu had sold his 

shares in Caţavencu and some of the money was reinvested in the launching 

of Plai cu Boi. Some people I spoke to were skeptical about its future at the 

outset. Did it not look too much like a temporary magazine? Was it not just 

another example of Dinescu‘s playfulness? It was not exactly a mayfly, it 

turned out. In 2001 Plai cu Boi had a circulation of 80 000 copies per issue 

(monthly).  

                                                      
87 A conversation I had with an editor at Playboy (and a student at the state-run journalism 
faculty) revealed that the people at Playboy targeted Plai cu Boi indeed as an enemy. 
88 For instance, the October issue 2000 includes a series of photographs picturing liberal 
senator Mona Muscă dressed in bathrobe going about in what appears to be her private home. 
In the same issue, actress and Jewess Maia Morgenstern, clad merely in a shawl around her 
neck, climbs and poses on the deteriorating statue of Lenin that used to be placed in front of 
the Free Press House/Casa Scînteii. The Morgenstern series comes out as an elaborated image 
of the complex historical relationship between Romanian communism, Jewishness, and the 
public sphere. For a reflection on another series of photographs (in the February issue 
2001)—picturing half-naked Romanian Princess Brianna Caradja abusing likewise half-naked 
male serfs in a rural setting, thus symbolizing Romanian nationalism‘s obsession with peas-
ants, land, and foreign exploitation—see Judt (2001). 
89 Mircea Dinescu was one of the key figures of the revolution (especially in its televised 
version) and was part of the interim government—the so-called Salvation Front, led by Ion 
Iliescu. He resigned a week later, as he interpreted the cabinet as merely a façade. 
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Claudiu‘s media experience had started in 1993 via an invitation from a 

university colleague who worked at the private radio station PRO-FM. He 

began working there and stayed for one and a half years. It was tough, he 

remembers, waking up at half past three in the morning to be at the radio for 

the broadcast between the hours of five and nine o‘clock in the morning 

(translating, preparing news, reading). After some time he asked for a raise 

in salary but was denied. He left and was immediately afterwards hired as 

editor in chief at another radio station, 2MPlus, part of the national TV-

station Tele7ABC group. He was in charge of management while also pro-

ducing satirical pieces for the group‘s television broadcast. It turned out that 

the station had low ratings and a lack of advertisement resources. Claudiu 

left for Radio Total. Here he became part of a group of French people who 

were sent by the owner Matra Thrust (a French media group) which had 

bought the radio channel and launched a training program with the new staff. 

Claudiu went through a series of interviews over a two-week period, during 

which they got to know him well. He was then hired and trained to become a 

trainer himself. The staff was told to basically forget all they knew and enter 

into the training program as a ―tabula rasa.‖ Claudiu remembers he felt that 

the French people really were the specialists. In time it also became evident 

that their concept was the right one: the aim was to go from two percent of 

the market to a third position on the private radio market in three years, 

which they did. 

After these early experiences, Claudiu says he started developing his 

skills for interviews. Since then, he has conducted some two thousand inter-

views and many of them with highly important people. In 1997 he inter-

viewed Traian Băsescu, then Minister of Transport (President of Romania 

since 2004), who revealed a few delicate things about the prime minister and 

more or less urged him to resign. The interview was published in Evenimen-

tul Zilei and this, according to Claudiu, subsequently led to a critical period 

of the government and finally to its dissolution. He also made a lot of inter-

views in Strasbourg while working there as a correspondent at the Council of 

Europe, also for Evenimentul Zilei. He wrote about the discussions of a 

Hungarian university in Cluj-Napoca (Transylvania), and carried out several 

interviews in connection to this topic, revealing, according to Claudiu, that 

representatives of UDMR (the Hungarian party) had lied several times. 

These interviews brought him some fame and he was seriously considering 

starting his own firm with these kinds of interviews as a specialty. He spoke 

to Adevărul, Ziua, Cotidianul, România Liberă, but they all said no thanks. 
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They could not hire him or buy any articles from him since this would upset 

everyone—why buy from someone outside the staff? From this experience, 

Claudiu sees a clear tendency among leading figures at most editorial offices 

to think that the writing should always be done by their own staff and no one 

else. To hire someone from outside would mean losing control. 

Eventually, he was offered an assignment at Evenimentul Zilei to do only 

interviews, but he soon ended up in a conflict with the editor in chief, Cornel 

Nistorescu. Nistorescu was urging Claudiu to use a certain source of classi-

fied information—Claudiu‘s wife as a matter of fact—who was at that time 

working as a spokesperson for the government. This was too much for Clau-

diu and he resigned. It was a surprise to him that Nistorescu could think in 

these terms—―awful,‖ was how Claudiu put it. After this, he tried freelanc-

ing again, but it was very tough. Eventually he started working at Oameni în 

Top (People at the Top). This monthly magazine was collaborating with a 

polls institute and received a lot of poll material which the journalists used in 

articles with comments, etc. In August 2000, Oameni în Top closed down 

and shortly thereafter, Plai cu Boi was launched. Claudiu got a recommenda-

tion from a person with some influence and was hired. 

Besides his position at Plai cu Boi, Claudiu had several other jobs and as-

signments running at the time: media consultant, trainer on ―media land-

scape‖ at the Center for Independent Journalism, and representative of the 

so-called ―Asociaţia pentru Transparenţă şi Libertate de Exprimare‖ (basi-

cally a freedom of speech lobby group). 

Claudiu does not characterize journalism and the media in Romania in 

terms of communist or post-communist, or in terms of before and after 1989. 

Neither does he see any point in thinking in terms of old and young genera-

tions. Instead he speaks of models, such as the ―French model.‖ The French 

model was the dominant one during communism, meaning lengthy texts, 

commentaries and features rather than facts, he thinks, a bit subjective and 

closer to a kind of literary criticism model. The Anglosaxon model became 

the dominant one during the second half of the 1990s with the launching of 

the private television channel PRO-TV (partly under U.S. ownership after 

the turn of the millennium). Here we can speak of fast and flashy news, 

Claudiu suggests, and at least attempts at delivering facts. Today, journalism 

in Romania is more adapted to what Claudiu labels the ―Balkan model,‖ 

where he depicts the role of the journalist as an overrated and exaggerated 

one: 
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Journalists are in fact a kind of politicians without a mandate. They are dri-
ven by the aim to show that they are right. They talk a lot, agitatingly, and 
sort of leave aside their function as a moderator of opinions. 
 

Claudiu thinks this tendency of journalists is often revealed during press 

conferences. Instead of simply documenting what politicians or others are 

presenting, and asking questions that expand on the information presented 

and that put things in perspective, he says that some journalists enter into 

conversations with the speaker concerning whether a certain suggestion is 

good or bad, or else they merely start arguing. 

When it comes to young journalists, Claudiu thinks it is a bit sad: there 

are four or five journalistic schools but only a small percentage of graduates 

are absorbed by the media, he tells me. Many end up working in public rela-

tions, and on the whole, practice in the journalistic field during their educa-

tion seems to be nonexistent, along with the teaching of ethics. The majority 

of practicing young journalists, he thinks, lack journalistic experience, and 

perhaps also competence in Western standards. He feels that it is sad because 

this is why a subjective approach has become so powerful or dominant. 

Many of those who work as journalists have other backgrounds, or they are 

too preoccupied with their own views. Journalism has come out in the post-

communist context not as a matter of checking information, having both 

sides, etc., not about objectivity and impartiality. In general the American 

model is followed, but in the sense and style of talk shows, not in the sense 

of delivering facts. And in the talk show settings, journalists are easily mani-

pulated to take a certain view. ―We are perhaps smart guys on the surface, 

but still very manipulatable.‖ 

Summary 

I stated above that the journalistic field was a fragmented one at the time of 

my stay in Bucharest. The form in which I have presented the portraits in 

this chapter corresponds with this reality. None of the journalists included in 

the material were acquainted with each other, although several of them 

worked in the same building (the Free Press House) and occasionally at-

tended the same press conferences. This may not be so surprising, given that 

the media and journalism field is large, as is the Free Press House. Some 

people changed job rather often and were aware of different work conditions 

at different places, colleagues from journalist schools kept in contact, and 

people working at the same news department certainly spent time with each 
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other even when they were off duty. Yet there was generally a lack of orga-

nized social contexts in which journalists could share experiences across 

institutional borders. Apart from Nicolae, the journalists rarely spoke of col-

lective organizations or unions. If they did, it was usually in negative terms. 

Several of them mentioned the Romanian Press Club, however. As I de-

scribed in Chapter 3, the club‘s ambition was to take care of the journalists‘ 

interests. A special section for journalists was set up at the outset, but, as the 

material reveals, the club was rarely thought of as being concerned with the 

journalists‘ interests. Rather, it was seen as an inaccessible organization con-

sisting of ―barons‖ with the power to set the standards of news production, in 

ways that corresponded with their business interests, and to control employ-

ment in a wide range of media institutions. 

If the overall structure was one that kept journalists apart from each other, 

the material also reveals several journalist identities; several ways of con-

ceiving of the role of the journalistic work. Claudiu‘s views represent a pers-

pective from the standpoint of a person who had been doing fairly well in the 

media and journalism field, and who had been fortunate and skilled enough 

to link up with the right kind of people who could secure his freedom to 

work in ways he wanted. His case shows that the media and journalism field 

can be a stimulating one. A male in his mid 30s, with experience from work-

ing with a foreign owned media institution, campaigning for then-

presidential candidate Traian Băsescu, and married to a woman with connec-

tions to the political elite—these were among his characteristics that brought 

some autonomy to his professional life, and made him less vulnerable to 

intimidating acts by superiors. When he had experienced such behavior, he 

had chosen to move on to other assignments and other media institutions. 

Others did not possess this flexibility or these characteristics, and had to 

accept a certain kind of ―dealing with events‖ which was prioritized by many 

editors and news executives. In these situations, one of the most intimidating 

aspects was the lack of authority journalists had in terms of building reliable 

relationships with their sources, or with their readers, frequently overruled as 

they were by their superiors referring to ―editorial politics.‖ The case of Eu-

gen illustrates this, and so does the case of Iulia recounted in Chapter 3. 

Claudiu‘s view of journalists as driven by an urge to show that they are 

right does not quite speak to the situation and conviction of Eugen who re-

jected ―quasi-reality‖ ideals and wanted to pursue his tasks in ways that 

could be described as fair, in the sense of avoiding subjective comments, for 

example. Adrian, on the other hand, thought it ―unethical‖ to write in a fair 
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way about candidates he did not sympathize with, pointing to an engaged 

and politically driven form of journalism.   

Claudiu‘s opinion about journalists as ―politicians without a mandate‖ re-

sonates with my own observations at press conferences I attended. It casts 

some reflective light on the ambitions of NGOs to protect the rights of jour-

nalists to carry out their work in the name of the general public, and without 

risking physical or legal damage. When journalists act like politicians, they 

influence public debate on the legitimacy of journalists having certain rights 

in the first place. Furthermore, if journalists are using their position in ways 

described by Bogdan (in terms of ―side incomes‖), the issue of protection 

becomes even more complicated.  

In this chapter, I have given some sense of what the journalistic field 

looks like from the point of view of some people working within it. In the 

next chapter, I turn attention to two forms of agencies: the Bucharest office 

of The Associated Press, and the Media Monitoring Agency, linked to the 

Romanian NGO sector. The first is set to deal with the same reality that the 

journalists portrayed in this chapter are related to, albeit in a different frame 

and with different sets of criteria for what counts as news. The second is part 

of a wide network of activists and international organizations with the over-

all ambition to develop journalism in Romania into a more democratic one, 

and to secure the safety of individual journalists. I start with an extensive 

account of the intertwinement between the two. 
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5. Agencies 

Shortly after I arrived in Bucharest to commence fieldwork, I visited the 

local office of the international news agency The Associated Press (AP).90 

Chief correspondent Alison Mutler was going through the day‘s Romanian 

national newspapers when I entered the main room, and several issues lay 

spread on the table: Adevărul, Evenimentul Zilei, România Liberă, Curentul 

and others. This was one of the daily routines at AP Bucharest: browsing and 

selecting local and national news pieces judged worthy of being translated, 

rewritten, further investigated and sent out on the world wire for AP sub-

scribers. The samples on the table appeared as a fair slice of a Romanian 

mass-mediated public sphere, caught in its daily manifestation in the press 

and laid open for scrutiny by an outsider‘s gaze. 

Mutler had been in the country for nine years. As an employee of an in-

ternational news agency, she was assigned to produce stories from Romania 

and the region mainly for a non-Romanian audience. When asked what she 

is normally looking for, apart from news related to the main political issues, 

Mutler thought for a while and then said, ―crazy things.‖ She gave an exam-

ple of a man stealing a diplomat‘s car, which had been parked next to a kiosk 

in downtown Bucharest. The owner had just stopped to get a few things from 

the kiosk. He left the engine running and his young daughter sleeping in the 

back seat, came back and the car was gone. The police caught the thief a few 

hours later, car and girl intact.  

This piece apparently sold a lot. There is a market for this kind of short, 

light, catchy and odd story in the newspaper world, one reason being that 

they easily fill out blank spaces on the pages in the editing process. ―Crazy 

things‖ could be said to have some universal features (getting your car sto-

len, having your daughter taken away), but there is also a risk that such sto-

ries will build on and reproduce stereotypes (the owner of the car was, after 

all, a male diplomat from a West European country, and the thief, a crazy 

                                                      
90 The Associated Press is the world‘s largest news agency, established in 1848, with head-
quarters in New York. 
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Romanian), and that mediating stereotypes will turn out to be the underlying 

(albeit predominantly unconscious) message (cf. Carey 1989). In my field-

notes, I scribbled down ―NWICO,‖ loosely associating Mutler‘s criteria with 

the UNESCO-led debate from the 1970s and 80s on the unequal flow of 

information in the world order of communication, which among other things 

focused on the near monopolistic position of a few Western international 

news agencies and their sometimes discriminating selection of events in 

other parts of the world made into news.91 

Yet there are things less crazy but with similar universal features reported 

in the media around the world today. An example of the kind of story line I 

have in mind also stems from The Associated Press in Bucharest. Upon one 

of my returns to Sweden during fieldwork, I came across an AP-Bucharest 

piece in a local Swedish daily,92 illustrated with a photograph of people 

forming a ―human ring‖ around the famous People‘s House, the big palace 

Ceauşescu started to build in the 1980s, and which nowadays is simulta-

neously a tourist site, a symbol of a totalitarian past, and the location of the 

national parliament. The photo was taken by a Reuters photographer, assu-

mingly one of the five or six locally contracted, and depicted a large number 

of demonstrating Romanian citizens claiming their right to full access to the 

files of the former security police Securitate, a hot issue during the time of 

my fieldwork.  

This piece of news can be seen as fairly well packaged to serve a public 

larger than the Romanian one, that is to say, the topic had some universal 

resonance: it was about human rights and about citizens gathering around 

their parliament building (the quintessential public space) to claim one of 

these rights in a public manifestation. Free access to information—a univer-

sal issue as stipulated by the United Nations‘ Declaration on Human 

Rights—was at stake. More specifically, the freedom of Romanian citizens 

to enjoy this right was at risk. In fact, there was no main text in the news 

piece in the Swedish newspaper, only the photo with a caption which argua-

bly indicated that the event needed no further explanation. The scant infor-

mation, together with the photo, appeared to be enough for the reader to 

identify the topic, and perhaps as well to identify with the individuals de-

picted in the photograph, and their concerns. 

                                                      
91 On NWICO, see Chapter 1. For further discussion on this topic, related to plans (mentioned 
in Chapter 2) of the Romanian Press Club to set up a special Balkan news agency to fill a void 
perceived as partly created by existing international news agencies, see chapter 7. 
92 Metro, 2002-05-04. 
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A regional aspect of this specific news piece is the heritage of East Euro-

pean closed systems of surveillance and the subsequent disclosure of these in 

other countries during postsocialist times. At the same time, the concept of 

―citizen‖ and its universal resonance lingers, suggesting among other things 

that any citizen in a democratic society, no matter what national belonging, 

has the right to free access to information. The human ring around the par-

liament was nearly a crazy thing in its spectacular campaign appearance, yet 

a newsworthy event linked to a discourse of human rights that made this 

piece different from that of the stolen diplomat‘s car. 

Mutler picked up one newspaper after the other from the table in the of-

fice and commented on them, thus giving me a brief orientation of the cur-

rent Romanian media landscape from her point of view. She reckoned the 

former communist party newspaper Adevărul to be among the more profes-

sional ones, having gone through a couple of major transformations since 

December 1989. The investigative reports were sometimes outstanding, she 

thought, and Adevărul‟s position in the public sphere significant.93 When it 

came to issues connected to the country‘s Hungarian minority, however, she 

felt this was less the case and Mutler found it hard to understand how the 

editors at Adevărul could sometimes be so bluntly nationalistic (cf. Gallagh-

er 2001). 

Talking further about the level of professionalism of the Romanian jour-

nalist community, Mutler told me about a new U.S.-funded media monitor-

ing project that had been launched recently by the so-called FreeEx group, 

an NGO consisting of Romanian journalists and media activists. She was on 

the FreeEx e-mail list and had received the group‘s short reports on viola-

tions of journalistic ethics, and on pressures and threats against journalists by 

forces outside and within the editorial environment. The group had two am-

bitions: first of all to lobby for a more thorough protection of journalists in 

their working situations, through legislation and by stimulating public 

awareness of the journalists‘ conditions, and, second, to develop the journa-

listic craft in Romania into a more professional and ethical one, along the 

lines of international standards.  

                                                      
93 In 2003, Adevărul journalist Liviu Avram received an honorable mention by the Kurt 
Schork Awards administered by Columbia School of Journalism (USA) for his reports on 
local corruption, and the folllowing year the same foundation gave him the Award in Interna-
tional Journalism, based on his investigative reports concerning corruption in the Romanian 
government, leading to a minister‘s fall. 
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Mutler appreciated the initiative, which she saw as a current example of 

important activity in Romania concerning freedom of the press and as a sign 

of self-reflection among Romanians working in the media. Her interest in the 

work of the FreeEx group could be said to express a common conceptualiza-

tion of the situation in postsocialist Romania among various kinds of outside 

observers, involving a skeptical attitude toward state institutions, as well as a 

lack of trust in some of the major media market players themselves (seen as 

sometimes too brute, corrupt, and profit-focused). Among foreign develop-

ment agencies, there has been an attempt to find partners other than state 

institutions, since the latter are often viewed as more likely to be corrupted 

and less efficient. This can be seen in terms of a search for a ―stable‖ and 

supposedly objective entity that can host the hopes for a democratic and 

transparent future for Romania (as viewed by Western observers), often le-

veled onto NGOs who are seen as more able to carry out the spread and im-

plementation of Western models of society than state officials, ―unencum-

bered and untainted by the politics of government or the greed of the mar-

ket‖ (Fisher 1997: 442. Cf. Gallagher 2000). 

Mutler thus indicated a possible entry point to the Romanian activist or 

NGO sphere. Later on, I followed it and that was how I first got in touch 

with Mircea Toma, leader of the FreeEx group and of the Media Monitoring 

Agency, the NGO responsible for the FreeEx project. During the two years I 

spent in Romania, I followed some of the work of the Media Monitoring 

Agency, and Mircea Toma and parts of his network became a central source 

of material, along with another NGO, the Center for Independent Journalism. 

The campaign in May 2002—with the human ring around the parliament—

was in fact organized by the two of them and a few other organizations as 

part of the World Press Freedom Day, a global event celebrated around the 

world. 

The AP piece on the Romanian celebration of World Press Freedom Day 

exemplifies ties between NGOs and international media that occasionally 

materialize in news spread across the world. On the one side, there are repre-

sentatives of the Romanian NGO sector working on media and journalism 

development, focusing on changing domestic laws in accordance with inter-

national standards, and on safeguarding the role of journalists as workers for 

a transparent society. An important part of NGO engagements involves mak-

ing information public through local, national and international media. As 

Keck and Sikkink (1998) suggest in their study of transnational advocacy 

networks, the media is an essential partner in network information politics. 
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On the other side there is an international news agency with a long tradition 

of an almost monopolistic position in the world order of information and 

communication, but which, as I described in Chapter 1, has been faced with 

challenges as to its authority and competence in the contemporary informa-

tional landscape. It too has had to adapt to an increasingly interconnected 

world, searching for new partners and new story lines.  

―Global interconnectedness,‖ according to Hannerz, ―often blurs the dis-

tinction between foreign and domestic news‖ (2004: 206). The event with 

the human ring around the parliament, organized in connection with the cel-

ebration of World Press Freedom Day, indicates this while also exemplifying 

Keck and Sikkink‘s observation that activists use important symbolic events 

and conferences to publicize issues and build networks (op.cit.). A formation 

of public spheres on both a domestic and a transnational scale could be said 

to be at stake in connection to this event, in empirical as well as analytical 

terms. It reveals how the need to connect to the flow of international news is 

one aspect of the NGO sector‘s work: through coverage in international me-

dia, and by combining domestic issues with universal principles, local NGOs 

can achieve power on domestic governance. They often have the campaign-

ing skills to attract media‘s attention, as well as the knowledge and grassroot 

status often sought after. 

Exploring the NGO sector 

This chapter marks a switch in focus. Moving beyond journalists‘ ideas 

about their profession and experiences of their work field, I now turn to the 

NGO sector working in the media and journalism field. My above-described 

visit at The Associated Press office, and the brief analysis of a product of the 

news agency‘s work, together point toward an informational situation where 

two of the dominant domestic NGOs, the Media Monitoring Agency and the 

Center for Independent Journalism, make appearances in public spheres 

beyond the Romanian national border.94 

                                                      
94 I will mostly refer to the Media Monitoring Agency as ―the Agency‖ and Center for Inde-
pendent Journalism as ―the Center.‖ I shall also basically leave out the Romanian Press Club, 
for reasons described in Chapter 3. To recapitulate, based on interviews with journalists, and 
in line with, for example, the International Federation of Journalists, I view the club mainly as 
an employers organization focusing on business. There were other NGOs whose work con-
cerned freedom of speech and related issues, such as the Romanian Helsinki Committee and 
Asociaţia Pro Democraţia. They are not part of my material. 
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These two are the most active, they are well connected internationally and 

their work has impact on the level of national politics, on jurisdictional prac-

tice, and on the formation of a Romanian journalist community. As I de-

scribed in Chapter 2, the issues these NGOs deal with can be characterized 

generally as professionalization of journalistic work. Under this umbrella a 

variety of projects and activities are included. The Agency‘s core activity is 

to monitor contents of the Romanian media, and to detect and make public 

negative tendencies in journalistic reporting. This was the initial purpose 

when the organization was launched. Since then the activity has expanded to 

include other projects as well. In the spring of 2001, for example, members 

of the staff and contracted experts in law toured the country to educate 

judges in local and regional jurisdictions about the routines of the European 

Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg, a project financed by the Council of 

Europe and meant to come to terms with the predominantly negative attitude 

against journalists among the country‘s judges.95 The Center is mainly occu-

pied with education and offers courses for students of journalism and prac-

ticing journalists while also running one of the largest journalism libraries in 

the country. It is one branch of a network of centers throughout the East 

European region, and part of a U.S. democratization program directed to-

ward Eastern Europe.96 On a regular basis these two NGOs, on their own and 

together, organize seminars, conferences and workshops on topics central to 

the journalistic sphere. As representatives of the category ―civil society,‖ 

which is often used in political and administrative discourse in Romania, 

they also take up seats in several kinds of committees, including state-

administered ones. 

Theoretically, the work of the Agency and the Center ties in with research 

on the role of NGOs in influencing and contributing to the coordination of 

political projects and the rule of a given nation-state, a phenomenon that has 

grown worldwide during at least the last couple of decades. The increased 

significance of NGOs in governance within and across national borders is 

generally explained with the spread of neoliberalism and the associated dis-

mantling of the state (see, e.g., Edelman 2005; Fisher 1997). Their role is 

                                                      
95 The Council of Europe, established in 1949, is an international organization working to-
ward European cooperation and integration, particularly emphasizing rule of law, legal stan-
dards, human rights, and democratic development. It is comprised of nation states as mem-
bers, and Romania became a member in 1993. One of the council‘s most important institu-
tions is the European Court of Human Rights, where human rights violations can be brought 
forth by states or individuals. I return to the project of educating judges in Chapter 6. 
96 The Center is further described in Chapter 6. 
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often set in a context of a global system of expanding organizations, social 

movements, and in connection to processes of transferring standards (Dunn 

2005; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Nash 2005). 

The tremendous growth in numbers of NGOs in postsocialist Eastern Eu-

rope is part of this overall trend, and the large number of projects and the 

amount of money being transferred eastwards to this sector attest to a West-

ern conviction that NGOs are indispensable to building societies in the for-

mer socialist countries, discursively backed up by a predominant idea among 

decision-makers that the success of East European processes of  democrati-

zation and modernization after 1989 depends on a strengthening of civil 

society (see, e.g., Hann 1996; Gallagher 2000; Sampson 1996; Wedel 1994). 

―Civil society‖ and ―NGO‖ are recurrent concepts used in this discourse. 

Yet anthropologists have shown that boundaries between state and civil so-

ciety are often more blurred than the concepts allow for, and that ―NGO‖ 

sometimes appears too large a category to account for the variety of motives 

and work done in existing organizations. Among many definitions of civil 

society, I find a modified version of Loizos‘ useful for the issues I explore. 

He writes: 
 
I approach civil society as an idea which points to a complex of influential 
associations which may create themselves within the framework of liberal 
states. These associations are not creatures of the state but serve to comment 
on it and modify it. Civil society can exist only while the state tolerates its 
existence. The associations in question should be non-trivial (bridge clubs, 
philatelists, and the like are not included) and are concerned with questions of 
governance. They inevitably include political parties, the communications 
media and organizations of citizens interested in the quality of civic life. 
(Loizos 1996: 50) 
 

The emphasis on civil society as an idea implies a distinction between ideal 

and reality, and the phrasing ―points to a complex of influential associations‖ 

suggests a need to attend to specificities of local contexts—calling for eth-

nographically oriented studies. The claim that civil society associations serve 

to comment on the state and modify it has bearing on my material, as I will 

attempt to show. The commenting aspect is especially central when the 

NGOs in question are working on issues of mass media, journalism and the 

public sphere. Not only do the Agency and the Center attempt to comment 

on ongoing political processes in this respect, but their engagement can also 

be expressed in terms of their attempts at institutionalizing and building au-

thority around journalism itself as an established form of commenting. Here 

the border between state and NGO becomes more blurred than Loizos‘ defi-
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nition allows for, since in this context the Agency and the Center occasional-

ly work with the state, or within the state. Furthermore, regarding Loizos‘ 

view about civil society‘s existence being conditioned by the state‘s toler-

ance, his definition does not, in my view, leave enough room for the research 

issues I am concerned with, concerning the transnational connections dimen-

sion. Forces gathered in local and global NGOs, and in transnational advoca-

cy networks, are putting pressure on individual nation-states to conform to 

international standards of human rights, and much research reveals that they 

are successful in this endeavor, as I discussed in Chapter 2. A question can 

thus be posed which reverses or complements Loizos‘ formulation: To what 

extent can nation-states exist without the tolerance or approval of a global or 

transnational civil society (rather than to what extent can NGOs exist with-

out the tolerance of the nation-state)? Loizo‘s phrasing ―interested in ques-

tions of governance‖ is a key issue in this respect (cf. Keohane 2003). 

The overarching aim of this chapter and Chapter 6 is to explore some of 

the work carried out by the two Romanian NGOs, the Media Monitoring 

Agency and the Center for Independent Journalism. Much of what I see as a 

transnationally configured knowledge about journalism as a global profes-

sion is discursively and practically processed in connection to these NGOs, 

and I attend to several situations to illustrate this. Having exemplified ties 

between these NGOs and international news flow in relation to The Asso-

ciated Press, I now turn to a presentation of one of the NGO leaders, Mircea 

Toma, in the form of an ethnographic account of a working day of his, dur-

ing which I followed him from morning to evening. The focus is set on an 

individual level and the methodological reasons for choosing this ap-

proach—―shadowing ethnography‖ with Czarniawska‘s (2007) term97—is, 

first, that it gave me the opportunity to converse with Mircea in a way which 

was not possible otherwise due to his heavy workload. Second, in contrast to 

a regular interview, I could observe his activities in various locations and 

listen to his conversations with a variety of people as the hours of following 

him around went by. The interviews during this day was thus continuously 

and directly combined with participant observation.  

Analytically, the gathered material allows me to investigate how transna-

tionally connected models, influences and discourses of journalism and pub-

lic information are negotiated and used in the case of one single person who 

has been skilled enough to establish himself simultaneously in the field of 

                                                      
97 Cf. Nykvist (2008: 33) who prefers ‖tag along.‖ 
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journalism (as journalist, editor, and owner), advertising (running his own 

firm) and NGO activism (on both local and transnational scales). I am par-

ticularly interested in how the competence Mircea displays can be seen as 

working within a broader context of information than that which is tradition-

ally associated with the concept of NGO. In dealing with this analytically, I 

shall relate to and make a comparison with Hannerz‘ (2004) discussion about 

how post-Cold War foreign reporting has involved an amount of ―journalis-

tic retooling,‖ involving a scenario where it is useful to introduce the concept 

of ―information arbitrage‖ in order to understand how actors in this context 

operates.  

The Media Monitoring Agency 

The Media Monitoring Agency is led by Mircea Toma, one of the editors 

and shareholders of the Bucharest-based satirical weekly Caţavencu. Roma-

nians who know of him probably do in connection to this magazine, famous 

for its elaborated mocking of the authorities.98 They may also have seen him 

on television, for example in the program ―Academia de Presă‖ (The Press 

Academy, broadcast in the state-run TVR1 in 2001) or in the state-run public 

television‘s morning programs where Mircea appeared as a chronicler in 

2001. Yet they might not be aware of his international renown which, at least 

indirectly, is connected to his position and activity in the editorial environ-

ment of the Caţavencu. In 1998, a few members of the staff decided to ex-

pand their engagement by establishing a monitoring agency with the purpose 

of functioning as a watchdog against manipulation through the mass media. 

The Media Monitoring Agency was launched as a separate organization but 

                                                      
98 Caţavencu (the full name is the same as the group that issues it, Academia Caţavencu) was 
founded during the media boom of the early 1990s and soon became an established and, 
among many, an appreciated forum for critical accounts on politics and politicians. It is simi-
lar in style and sometimes referred to as modeled on the French satirical magazine Le Canard 
Enchainé. Writer and critic Mircea Dinescu (see p. 142n89) was among the leaders of the 
magazine in the beginning. Although it has a page devoted to investigative journalism, the 
texts, cartoons and montages in the rest of the magazine basically turn around mockery, mak-
ing fun of political figures and other prominent persons related to current affairs and public 
life. The name ―Caţavencu‖ is taken from a character in playwright Ion Luca Caragiale‘s 
comedy ―O scrisoare pierdută‖ (―A lost letter‖) from 1883, about an unscrupulous publicist 
who uses his newspaper to blackmail politicians. To take one example of Caţavencu‟s style 
and impact, in connection to the elections in 2004, the staff published parody issues of the 
former communist paper Scînteia with texts written during communist times by former party 
members who were active in the post-1989 political scene and who were candidates in the 
coming elections (Iliescu among them). This issue never really reached its audience since 
someone was buying it in bulk from newsagents. Caţavencu is currently owned by the contro-
versial business man Sorin Ovidiu Vîntu (see Chapter 7). 



 158 

still under the umbrella of the more loosely organised Academia Caţavencu 

(of which the magazine forms one part). With money from the U.S. devel-

opment foundation Freedom House and certainly a more rational and scien-

tifically oriented approach than that of the magazine, the Agency started 

investigating Romanian newspapers to keep track of nationalistic tendencies 

in regular reporting and other kinds of violations of journalistic ethics. Re-

ports on the Agency‘s findings were sent out on e-mail lists (the FreeEx 

project mentioned above), addressing a wide range of people and organiza-

tions and thereby giving publicity to a new kind of self-reflection (with Ali-

son Mutler‘s words) on behalf of the journalistic craft, and for the sake of 

curbing or self-regulating what was reckoned to be bad journalistic behavior. 

With international funding available on the market for democratizing and 

reforming Eastern European societal institutions, with independent and pro-

fessional journalism as one among the most prioritized areas, the activities of 

the Agency expanded to other domains, eventually approaching or forming a 

kind of center for the professionalization of journalism and a lobby group for 

freedom of expression, free access to information and other legal and non-

legal aspects of the journalistic sector. It was a local initiative of the sort that 

at the time fit well with the agendas of international organizations working 

on these issues: it had the grassroots link, it was non-governmental and it 

favored Western/universal values.99  

                                                      
99 The Media Monitoring Agency and Caţavencu were hardly appreciated by all. Besides the 

antagonistic relationship between the Agency and the Romanian Press Club I mentioned in 

Chapter 3, a media specialist and PR-consultant, educated in Canada and affiliated with the 

presidential office as an advisor on media issues and strategy, stated his view in an interview I 

undertook (the account should be considered against the background that this particular per-

son had his salary for the counselor assignment paid by the presidential administration, and 

that among his colleagues was presidential counselor Octavian Ştireanu, mentioned in the 

previous chapter): ―Romania doesn‘t really have a media community that respects profession-

al codes. They act more like politicians. Even in the West, we have a media of the establish-

ment. It becomes especially clear when there is something big at stake. Media tend to behave 

in accordance with the establishment . . . Caţavencu is a very Romanian phenomenon. Not 

even in France can you find such products. They have a lot of info. The question is, how come 

they are the only ones to come up with such material, the only ones that can bash the estab-

lishment in the way they do? Do they have good journalists? No, it‘s not that—they have 

good friends. A way of studying this is to look at critical issues and how Caţavencu reports. 

How come they are never in trouble? I have worked along with them and when asking why 

people don‘t sue them—more often, I would say, since they do in fact get sued – they say they 

cannot because they fear their friends, CIA for example. Media Monitoring Agency is never 

involved in pitches, no competition, no offers in a transparent way. The monitoring of the 

media is a fragmentized business, no competition, no public sphere, no agency that can be 

said to be neutral.‖ Contrary to this view, people at Caţavencu and Media Monitoring Agency 

suggested that Caţavencu was famous for some convicted journalists, and that the Agency has 

continuously been involved in pitches, although never winning any for running costs, only for 
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Mircea Toma led the Agency from the outset while simultaneously keep-

ing up with several other NGO assignments (related to, e.g., ethnic minority 

issues), journalistic investigations at Caţavencu, teaching at a private jour-

nalism school and later on taking the first steps at establishing his own ad-

vertising firm. As the activity expanded, his network grew. His academic 

background (he holds a pre-1989 Ph.D. in psychology), his position as jour-

nalist and editor, his large network, and his multilingual and social skills 

made him a target for contact-seeking international organizations with pro-

grams in the region. He was a local contact many needed to carry out their 

work.  

By the time I arrived in Bucharest, Mircea and the work of the Agency 

had links with U.S. development agencies, the World Association of News-

papers, the International Federation of Journalists, the human rights organi-

zation Article19, the Council of Europe, and others, through collaboration 

projects or funding. The international connections and the transnational ad-

vocacy network work that this implied were paralleled by activities on a 

national scale; one of the main ambitions after the turn of the millennium 

was to gather journalists throughout the country in an organization aimed at 

securing the interest of journalists nationwide. Especially in connection to 

this project, Mircea and the Agency worked closely with the Center for In-

dependent Journalism and its director, Ioana Avădani. 

Halfway through fieldwork, I set out to study in closer detail what a day 

in Mircea Toma‘s life looked like. He agreed to take me on, and we decided 

to meet at the very first point where the work of the chosen day started. We 

thus met at the gate of the national public television where Mircea was to 

appear in a studio broadcasting the morning show (situated next to the studio 

of the ―televised revolution‖). The day continued with interview sessions 

with journalists, meetings with colleagues at Caţavencu discussing the next 

issue, and with potential partners in relation to Mircea‘s advertisement firm. 

Here follows an extensive account of this day: 

Following Toma 

8:15 AM. Studio no. 4, TVR (Romanian National Television, state-run), 

Strada Ermil Pangratti: Mircea has been up since six in the morning to write 

his manuscript for his chronicle in the morning broadcast of the national 

                                                                                                                             
projects. Furthermore, it can be noted that the advisor‘s account of ―journalists acting like 

politicians‖ resembles Claudiu‘s, as described in Chapter 4. 
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television. This assignment started four weeks ago. It offers him a moment 

in the morning where he can talk about things that he finds important, in a 

forum with nationwide reach. For the viewers, it presents a comment on 

current affairs in politics, day-to-day life, journalism or the like, by someone 

that has recently established some authority in the public sphere. He was 

second on the list for obtaining the job, after a colleague of his at Caţavencu 

(recommended by Mircea) who turned down the offer due to already too 

much pressure. Mircea comments here that he recently started to feel the 

limits of his heart capacity as well. He sleeps between three and four hours 

per night during the weekdays, since he refuses to abandon his nightlife. 

That would mean more or less abandoning his life, he says. 

He opens his laptop computer to go over his manuscript one last time. 

There is a break for commercials and he is told to come and take his place in 

a chair at the table in front of the camera. On the air, Mircea is asked to 

present the material of the day. ―It won‘t be about corruption today, will it?‖ 

He responds, ―No, today we are going to speak about Hungarians!‖ He reads 

the manuscript with the laptop in front of him, looking firmly into the cam-

era. 

After the broadcast, Mircea visits Zoe in her office upstairs. Zoe is in 

charge of the everyday organization of work. They talk about faxes, e-mails 

and practical things. She hands out a couple of coffee mugs and starts to 

speak of the new TV channel Oglinda, currently one of the hot issues. Zoe 

seems to know quite a few things in the business and Mircea appears to be 

fond of chatting with her. A guest scheduled to appear on the show later that 

day, a politician from the ruling party, enters with a colleague. They greet 

each other and exchange a few words. 

When we leave the TV building, Mircea tells me about Oglinda. Becali a 

football impressario, is behind it. He is also a businessman and owns a fancy 

block of houses in Băneasa, a rich area on the outskirts of Bucharest. Becali 

and his cousins‘ ―careers‖ had started already during Ceauşescu; a small 

illegal business selling cinema tickets; ―a ‗blackmarket activist.‘‖ He was 

caught when stealing in the railway station but fled to Germany. After 1989, 

he reappeared with money and this unexpected knowledge about football 

players where he had built up a business. Mircea knows about this from the 

police officer who was in charge of Becali‘s dossier, and he wrote about it in 

Caţavencu. 

We head for the café Vox Maris in Mircea‘s car, a new model VW Polo. 

An interview is scheduled with a radio journalist. Vox Maris is ―the office‖ 
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and Mircea frequently drops in here in the mornings to have breakfast and 

meet people.  

Mircea Toma at Café Vox Maris, Bucharest 2001. (Photo by author) 

 

We talk about Caţavencu in the car and about Nacu, the founder. Nacu and 

some three or four other people, most of them engineering students at that 

time, had started the paper just after the revolutionary days. Nacu was the 

one who actually put money into it, selling a TV set and a golden necklace. 

Those were the ―golden days,‖ Mircea says. Discussions and preparations 

took place in a rented room, writing was done with primitive means, and the 

room was filled with sacks of 3-lei coins, the price of the magazine then. To 

print the material, some of them ran over to the printing house and paid the 

workers directly. Then they were off to the streets where they sold the copies 

themselves. This was February 1990, less than two months after President 

Ceauşescu and his wife Elena were shot. About a thousand copies of the 
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journal appeared in the first month. A year later Nacu was already rich, but 

problems were due to come. He had good contacts with distribution compa-

nies, but in the provinces there were a lot of ―pirate businesses‖ and money 

simply did not return. Nacu tried some fifty other publications and was pret-

ty successful, but the pirating made it tricky. Golden days perhaps, but also 

difficult. 

Mircea had come into the group by being acquainted with Nacu‘s wife; 

Nacu asked him if he was interested in joining the publishing game. Mircea 

Dinescu, the famous writer and former dissident, came later when the Aca-

demia Caţavencu had been founded and they were looking for another um-

brella, leaving Nacu behind. It was a kind of coup d‘etat, Mircea says. A 

―family company‖ was created, with Academia Caţavencu (with NGO sta-

tus) as one pillar. Academia Caţavencu was established to promote different 

events and activities, the paper being only one, but it practically became the 

new identity of Caţavencu. No one knew about administration stuff; ―we 

were only journalists.‖ One of the problems was paying. The distribution of 

salaries was okay, but the payments for the publishing were chaotic. Copies 

of publications came into the office and the space was flooded by newspa-

pers; ―we didn‘t have room for ourselves.‖ 

Mircea‘s cellphone beeps. It is his ex-wife calling from a Black Sea 

resort, ―comfortably sipping a drink in the sun,‖ reminding Mircea to take 

care of their daughters, ―our beloved daughters,‖ and support their program 

today. Later on we will pick up one of them and take her to her private 

classes, a car ride of about twenty minutes. ―I am a virtual father. No more, 

no less.‖ 

The radio journalist arrives and sits down at our table. It is a young wom-

an from Radio Romania, the section for social affairs. She orders a coffee 

and starts more or less right away, on the topic ―the contemporary woman.‖ 

Mircea has met this journalist before, the first time a few months ago, and 

then three four times after that. The interview that unfolds appears more like 

a game than a regular interview. ―It‘s a kind of ‗interpersonal research‘ and 

it was perhaps a bit of entertainment the way we did it now,‖ Mircea com-

ments afterwards. She leaves at 9:35 AM after preliminarily establishing a 

meeting for another interview. ―She opened up with a question about the 

lack of women in the editorial staff of Caţavencu. As a matter of fact we do 

have a woman there now. She‘s been with us for years, although not perma-

nently. A student in her second year, Sheila. But yes, it is a military atmos-

phere with men speaking ugly language.‖ 
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We switch topics to talk about the TV program ―Academia de Presă‖ 

(Press Academy) where Mircea is the host. It is a one-hour program, also 

broadcast by the state-owned public television, with focus on the media and 

its practitioners, the manipulation going on, and the mistakes they make 

(mostly behind the scene), but also some of the positive things about journal-

ism. Mircea had a really strong motivation to do this. It was a great opportu-

nity to influence the awareness among people in general about media and 

journalism, and with maximum output of the activity of the Agency. There 

was some entertainment in it, but mainly serious stuff and in line with the 

idea behind FreeEx, to monitor media reporting. Mircea managed to upset a 

lot of people with the first program. The issue was advertisement and its 

influence on editorial activity. Mircea brought up a case study on Compaq. 

Twelve newspapers with advertisements from Compaq were checked wheth-

er they wrote about a certain negative affair Compaq was involved in. Only 

two of them did and that this happens in the media was the topic of the pro-

gram. The newspapers did not like what Mircea presented and the next day 

Compaq threatened to sue the television channel. The Romanian Press Club 

―jumped on their head‖ asking something like why do we need a show like 

this, who is this guy giving us lessons? Even at Caţavencu, which initially 

backed up Mircea‘s project, the colleagues were very upset because Compaq 

immediately threatened to withdraw a $60,000 contract (he had to go and 

renegotiate with them). His colleagues thought there was some kind of con-

spiracy behind it. ―There was not,‖ Mircea says, ―just basic journalism.‖ But 

he admits that he made a mistake. He should have had one of the targeted 

persons (journalists or editors) from the newspapers there in the show. ―Five 

more editions of the show were produced, but it was a bit tough due to the 

‗scandal‘ caused by the first.‖ The program was broadcast at not such a good 

time, with the popular talk shows of Tucă and Călinescu at the same time on 

other channels, as well as a telenovela, making for big competition. It was 

rebroadcast on TVR Internaţional (the state-run television‘s international 

broadcasting). In any case, Mircea received strong support from one of the 

producers in the TV house and this might be the reason why he is appearing 

on the morning TV now, he reckons. The producer wanted him to remain in 

the TV organization during the transition period which is currently under-

way, with the prospect of taking up ―Academia de Presă‖ again in autumn. 

The producer is second in command to the main boss at TVR1 (one of two 

state-owned public channels). Mircea would like to do more shows of this 

kind, although it is very consuming in terms of responsibility. There are sev-
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eral things going on at the same time in this show and Mircea was the author 

and manager, more or less, of it all. An IT company was doing some work, 

but then there was the film team for the shootings, the TV team for the stu-

dio work, his own writing, and so on. It was very time-consuming, but prob-

ably the most effective way of putting the behavior of the current media on 

the public agenda. 

While still at Vox Maris, Mircea‘s girlfriend arrives and joins us. She is a 

lawyer, running her own firm with some employees. She has some expe-

rience from the media area, on both sides, defending both journalists and 

people suing journalists or newspapers. She does not agree fully with Mir-

cea‘s point of view—that is to say, making freedom of expression an almost 

―holy principle,‖ as she puts it, and connecting it almost exclusively to jour-

nalists: ―There are more or less clear cases where journalists or newspapers 

behave badly or unethically and it‘s normal for people to have the possibility 

to clear this out in court.‖ She gives the example of Mr. Munteanu, a client 

of hers. He is well known for his involvement during the revolutionary days 

in 1989 as a student leader, and later as presidential candidate in the last 

elections, backed up by rightist parties. He has also occupied himself in dif-

ferent businesses. Some say he abandoned his political ideals for business. 

Naturally, he became a target for the media during the electoral campaigns. 

He claims that part of the media were running contra campaigns on him, 

using invented stories and accusing him of things without showing proof. 

Evenimentul Zilei and Cotidianul, for instance, published stories on the first 

page, claiming he was involved in arms traffic. There was no evidence and 

Munteanu sued them for trying to destroy his name. 

We leave Vox Maris. A business meeting was cancelled and Mircea 

chooses to go for an hour‘s rest. I go to an internet café. We will meet again 

at around 12:00 noon. 

12:15 PM, Global Business Group‘s office at Dacia Street no 100. I arrive 

in time and wait for Mircea who arrives in his car, fifteen minutes late. I am 

about to witness a meeting Mircea and Stan, a former colleague at 

Caţavencu, undertake as representatives of the newly started advertising firm 

Oops, run by the two of them. They have invested some $10,000 in this 

project. We enter an exclusive building and two secretaries take us to one of 

the rooms where the owner and director Phil Bloom is waiting. Bloom is an 

American businessman in his early sixties. He is casually dressed in a pur-

ple-colored T-shirt, khaki trousers and thin leather shoes with no socks. An-

tiques and paintings decorate the room. Some of them were brought from 
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abroad, some of them were bought here. Bloom speaks slowly and authorita-

tively. He starts out by explaining the reason for the meeting, which is on his 

initiative. He has seen Mircea‘s and Stan‘s advertisement ―Give piss a 

chance‖100 in the men‘s room in Bucharest restaurants and bars. He says he is 

looking for investments and that he found these ads to be a sign of creativity. 

He decided to contact the guys who made the ad, to see who they are and if 

there might be an opening for doing some work together. Bloom thinks that 

the ad has the potential of transcending borders and urges Mircea and Stan to 

think outside. ―This is creative and it can be sold, if copyrighted,‖ he claims. 

An offer is then touched upon, ―our money, your creativity.‖ He explains 

what Global Business Group is doing: investment, legal matters, full range, 

all is in the house. 
 
Bloom: I like the word Oops. The problem is that Romania is too small a 
market. We live in a world of no borders. I wanted to talk to you, see who 
you are. You‘re creative and that‘s worth a lot of money. 
Mircea (bluntly): How much? 
Bloom: You can‘t ask that question.  
Mircea: Sorry, I just had my tea and I... 
Bloom: Well, go ahead drink your tea. 
Mircea (clarifying): You see it in another way than we do. We are basically 
waiting for advertisers. 
Bloom: The problem is that it doesn‘t have a name on it now. 
(Bloom asks about the concept at the moment.) 
Mircea: We paid for it. 
Bloom: You are nuts.  
Mircea: We want to show it‘s a dead space. 
Bloom: Romanian mentality. 
Mircea: No, social experiment. 
 

Bloom breaks the dialogue with ―let me correct you.‖ He then levels out the 

idea he has in mind: to make a holograph of the poster, and to have an addi-

tional image with a brand of, for example a cigarette or whisky company, 

that would come out depending on the position of the viewer. The idea is 

discussed a bit and they agree it is a good one. Stan and Mircea even seem a 

bit impressed. Mention is then made on where the idea came from, that is to 

say Mircea‘s and Stan‘s. They saw the ads in Budapest. Bars are full of them 

there. The discussion then slips a bit into general things, starting with Bloom 

telling about himself. He talks about the problems in Romania, when it 

comes to investments. He seems very sure about what he is saying. He talks 

                                                      
100 A small size poster stuck on the wall in the men‘s room, right in front of the leak-taking 
male visitors, at the moment without any other brand name attached than that of Oops. 
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about antiques, a favorite of his, and especially about the old houses in Bu-

charest, which fascinate him. He recently invested a lot of money in restor-

ing one, and says that he might have spent $30,000 too much on the walls. 
 
Mircea: This is a pilot project for us and we want to see if it works here. We 
have been thinking about expanding into Western Europe and would need a 
partner for that. 
Bloom: Your market is not here, there‘s no money, but the labor is cheap. 
Your market is international. So, the message is, I‘m willing to work with 
you. I have money to invest, you shouldn‘t worry about that. 
Mircea: Thank you! I think we have to transform this... 
Bloom: Well, consider this a first meeting. You go ahead and make a plan, go 
on being creative. 
Mircea: I have at least two hours per day to be creative. 
Bloom: I have twenty-four. I wake up in the morning and think, how can I be 
creative today? Things are moving. I‘m sixty-one years old now, but there is 
nothing on the table that I haven‘t seen before. I have seen it all. I can tell you 
exactly what will happen in ten years. 
Mircea: Since you are here, Romania will go well then. 
Bloom: Because there are people who think outside. Anyway, let's wrap this 
up.  
 

They decide to meet again in a week‘s time. Stan leaves and I follow Mircea 

to his car. The Thursday meeting at Caţavencu is on in half an hour. Mir-

cea‘s comment on Bloom: ―At least it is a compliment. He‘s a guy that has 

enough money to play. I feel he can help us. He‘s got the knowledge on a 

large scale. I‘m open to his offer and we should continue talking.‖ He talks 

to Stan on his cellphone about the meeting. They will talk more over a beer 

in the evening. 

On our way to Caţavencu, Mircea points at a house nearby Piaţa Romană 

as we pass it: ―I used to do speech training to deaf children here during 

communist times, when there was a kind of job blockade for psychologists.‖ 

After talking further about Oops, about how the problem really is about the 

lack of cash in Romania, I ask him if he sees any conflict in keeping up with 

journalism, NGO activism and the advertisement business at the same time. 

He does not. He does not see what the problem would consist of. He goes on 

mentioning that at Caţavencu he is actually not among the gags- or satire-

creating guys but more of an investigator. We switch topic to ownership of 

Caţavencu. Mircea Dinescu, the famous writer and former dissident, had 

come into the picture together with Cârciog, a business man with involve-

ments in several media companies. Cârciog agreed to make a partnership 

with the association (Academia Caţavencu) and Dinescu was given twenty 

percent in this deal, as were the guys at Caţavencu, Mircea being one of 
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them. The new concept of Caţavencu was as an association between an 

NGO, a private person and a company. As for the NGO, it was never a mat-

ter of participation for profit. There was almost constant fighting for salaries 

and apparently some money was hidden by Cârciog. At some point Dinescu 

got upset and hired a guy to look into the books and it showed that the reve-

nues were actually ten times higher than Cârciog had declared. Mircea says 

that Cârciog is generally a very sympathetic man, easy to talk to and so on, 

and when this was discovered Cârciog went on apologizing for the mess, 

saying it was never his intention, that maybe the accountant wasn‘t very 

professional after all and of course, if the revenues were that much they 

should have their righteous share. But the others decided that it was time to 

leave him. For a short period they tried an editing house in Dinescu‘s com-

pany, but soon they were contacted by Vîntu (another business man, to 

whom I shall return in Chapter 7), who eventually came into the game. Di-

nescu was bought out with some $40,000. 

The Thursday meeting at Caţavencu unfolds in the usual way. The whole 

group is gathered in the meeting room, and Mircea has the task of presenting 

last week‘s events from current affairs which are then joked about. First 

topic is the new TV channel Oglinda: ―So what do they have, porno?‖ Then 

on to head of the security police Măgureanu, the KGB, presidential candi-

dates Iliescu and Vadim Tudor, ţigani (gypsies), the European Union, Amer-

icans discovering ET (―We have to write about it! This is humor‖!), NATO, 

EU-representative Verheugen, Bucharest mayor Băsescu, casinos in Buchar-

est, businessman Adrian Sârbu, Prime Minister Năstase. There is lots of 

laughter, lots of ―pulă‖ (dick) in the language. After the brainstorming, 

people withdraw to write up or carry on with other duties.  

We leave Caţavencu two hours later. Another business meeting together 

with Stan is scheduled at four in the afternoon, at Connex.101 On his way out, 

Mircea exchanges a few words with a ―junior,‖ and settles things with a man 

who is going to take him to the airport the following morning. Three women 

wait for him in the lobby. One of them is a member of the ―Resource Centre 

for Ethnic Diversity,‖ an NGO of which Mircea is a board member. He will 

represent them in a meeting with people from the European Union‘s Stability 

Pact in Ljubljana the next day.102 That is what tomorrow‘s trip is about and 

                                                      
101 Connex is one of the largest private telecommunications companies in Romania. 
102 The Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe was an EU institution meant to strengthen 
democracy, human rights, and economy in Southeast European countries, during the period 
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the women are here to give him the air ticket. The board of this NGO meets 

three to four times annually and the activity includes publishing a magazine 

aimed at opening up debate on ethnicity issues, mainly among Hungarian 

and Romanian elites in Transylvania. At noon this day, Mircea should have 

been in a debate about this, he says, but it was solved otherwise. The connec-

tion to the Stability Pact is related to its ―table‖ on media and inter-ethnic 

issues. It is extremely bureaucratic, according to Mircea. The Agency has 

applied for funding but it was never granted. 

Back in the car, the phone rings. Mircea explains to the person calling (a 

prosecutor from Satu Mare in the northern parts of the country) that he is 

going to Ljubljana ―for the civil society.‖ He talks while driving all the way 

to Connex, continues talking while parking the car, putting on a pullover, 

locking the car, entering the building and receiving a badge in the reception 

area. He ends the mobile conversation when the elevator doors open on the 

5
th
 floor. The initiative for the meeting with Connex is Mircea‘s and Stan‘s. 

Three young Connex personnel (one woman, two men) invite them to a 

small office and negotiations start more or less right away. The media man-

ager Cristi talks about the situation on the market at the moment, stating that 

advertisement space on big boards costs such and such an amount, and ask-

ing what they are offering. Stan keeps up with the speed of conversation and 

presents the idea. Cristi comes back to ―Let‘s discuss price.‖ After a short 

while, Mircea breaks in and asks for a ―time out,‖ but the discussion goes on 

more or less the same. Cristi asks, ―How many boards do you have today?‖ 

Mircea and Stan look at each other, counting. And then they discuss price: 

―What price do we have, Mircea?‖ Mircea: ―No, no, I‘m not a negotiator.‖ It 

comes to a point when Stan asks Cristi to give him a price. The discussion 

moves on and after a while they seem to agree and the discussion comes to 

an end. 

On our way to pick up Adina, Mircea‘s younger daughter, Mircea com-

ments on the meeting: ―It would be good to have them. Connex would func-

tion as a kind of locomotive pulling out others. Cristi knew this and used it 

as an argument in his negotiation. Stan did a good job though.‖  

The phone rings. The call is about Oglinda, the newly established TV 

channel. There is some kind of emergency meeting going on in CNA103 con-

                                                                                                                             
1999-2008. Freedom of media and the rights of minorities were two prioritized issues. The 
Stability Pact was replaced by the Regional Co-operation Council in February 2008. 
103 Consiliul Naţional al Audiovizualului (the national audiovisual board, licensing authority 
of radio and television channels). 
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cerning whether the channel‘s license should be withdrawn. The license 

actually belongs to Sorin Roşca Stănescu (well-known publicist), who won it 

in an auction. The person calling—―the source‖—is a former student of Mir-

cea‘s and now presidential counselor and PDSR party-member (ruling par-

ty). Mircea was asked to help the TV person, because the withdrawal is 

probably a violation. The source updates him on where things stand. He 

receives another call, this time from a journalist with a local newspaper, 

Gazeta de Sud, working on a case of corruption and in need of advice. 

I ask Mircea about sources and he replies: ―Yes, we have good ones. One 

in the Ministry of Communications and others in the government administra-

tion, for example. Very informed guys.‖ The very next phone call, in fact, is 

from a person connected to the Ministry of Health who informs Mircea that a 

decision was taken by the former minister after he was out of office, clearly 

not correct. This source is a friend of a friend and many sources have this 

connection; old friends or acquaintances that have entered high or delicate 

positions. They call regularly and transmit pieces of information by phone, 

and they do not have to be checked. Some sources call him up as a profes-

sional, as the journalist at Caţavencu, others as a person involved in NGO 

matters. 

We park at Hotel Intercontinental and walk down Bulevardul Magheru. 

On Adina: Mircea says it is a problem that he sees his daughters so little, yes 

of course. He sometimes mediates between his two daughters over the phone 

when they are fighting. It is the cost for the kind of professional life he is 

living, he says, but which he enjoys so much. He stops at a newsstand and 

buys a couple of newspapers. He tries to read at least Evenimentul Zilei and 

Adevărul on a regular basis. He needs to pick up popular subjects for the 

talks on the morning television. 

Our last visit (after this I leave) is MCM, a cafe and discoclub. We go 

downstairs. It‘s empty except for the person running the place. We greet 

each other and Mircea presents himself as a journalist at Caţavencu and 

mentions Stan, his colleague. He presents the ―Give piss a chance‖ case: a 

pilot project with advertisement in the men‘s room, contract, prices etc. He 

says that Connex is probably in, paying fifteen USD per poster per month. 

Thirty percent would go to him, he says to the boss. Mircea takes out a 

―Give piss a chance‖ table from a big thin suitcase and an article from the 

economy magazine Capital where Mircea and Stan are portrayed in the 

business section (―they came and wanted to do a thing on us,‖ he says). They 

walk over to the lavatories and check out the space, come back and nego-
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tiate. The meeting is quickly over since the owner of the club thinks it is an 

okay thing. They exchange business cards and we are off. 

Conclusion: Navigating informational landscapes 

In the café and disco MCM, some of Mircea‘s achievements during this day 

bore fruit. When trying to sell his and Stan‘s concept to a potential client, he 

said that Connex was probably in and although this was not yet completely 

decided, he thus used Connex as a ―locomotive.‖ Presenting himself as a 

journalist with Caţavencu, furthermore, he drew on his renown in this re-

spect. The article in the economy newspaper Capital, which he handed over 

to his potential client, represented another marker within the journalistic 

realm that was brought in to strengthen his case. In an entrepreneurial man-

ner, he steered his way into the market of advertising. 

During this day, Mircea spent far more time than usual on the account of 

Oops. He said that he wanted to make more money than the NGO work and 

Caţavencu could offer, and advertising was a coming market where this 

could perhaps be done without too much effort. Some initial time, energy 

and money to launch and establish the company was needed. The following 

day, he flew to Ljubljana, Slovenia, to participate in the conference on ethnic 

minority issues. Earlier the same week, he had joined representatives of the 

International Federation of Journalists in their talks with Romanian journalist 

unions. The day I followed him passed without much contact with the staff 

at the Media Monitoring Agency, but they were working on invitations to 

journalists throughout the country for a coming conference on the protection 

of journalists, a conference which Mircea would chair. A result of this par-

ticular conference was the development of a series of educational courses for 

judges in local magistrates, a project that came out of talks between Mircea 

and people at the Ministry of Justice, who had consulted him on recruitment 

procedures, based on his background in psychology (I return to this in Chap-

ter 6). This particular day was also at a time when there was something of a 

―transition period‖ in terms of NGO projects, with some applications under-

going the process of evaluation, but no deadlines in the near future, and with 

funders reformulating programs. Had I chosen another day, or if a longer-

term perspective than merely one day would have been used, Oops would 

certainly have turned out more on the margins. 

In terms of representativiness, then, this particular day was not, so to 

speak, an NGO-day. Yet if one broadens the perspective, the Oops project is 
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interesting in several ways. The situation in which Mircea and Stan met and 

discussed a potential collaboration with businessman Bloom—and taking 

into account Mircea‘s other assignments—symbolically captures facets of 

globalization, including the capitalist imperative of seeking new markets and 

the expansion of Western modernity, or globalization as ―part corporate hype 

and capitalist regulatory agenda, part cultural excitement, part social com-

mentary and protest‖ (Tsing 2000: 32). 

More to the point, the situation at Bloom‘s office involved a search for a 

viable project in the current advertising market. This is not categorically 

different from the NGO field, which involves formulating and pitching 

projects in relation to current criteria delivered by a variety of development 

funders, who had contributed in creating a kind of development industry 

market (cf. Elyachar 2005) at a time when Romania for some time had been 

a privileged locale in geo-political terms. Mircea was operating in both these 

markets. 

Also, the Oops project constituted one situation in a multiplicity of infor-

mational situtations in which Mircea moved. What unfolded as he passed 

one street after the other in downtown Bucharest, appeared in various mass 

media, received phone calls, and attended one meeting after the other, was a 

continuous move back and forth between various sources and exchanges of 

information, giving and receiving, emanating into a version of the public 

sphere with its real ―backstage‖ and ―frontstage‖ appearances (Goffman 

1959), or, in terms of an intertwinement of its ―weak‖ and ―strong‖ publics 

(Fraser 2007), that escapes formal understandings of notions such as ―NGO‖ 

and ―civil society.‖ Several formal categories and identities were flexibly 

used and elaborated upon—spanning a complex network of colleagues, in-

formants, possible clients, and of a variety of forums for communication—as 

Mircea was trying to achieve several ambitions at the same time: monitor 

and comment on political and media power, improve journalists‘ working 

conditions, stimulate awareness of media issues among the masses, and 

make money and a good living for himself. Following Loizo‘s definition of 

civil society mentioned above, Mircea was continuously commenting on the 

state. Meanwhile, he also worked with or within the state, giving advices to 

prosecutors and appearing in the state-run public television.  

According to Castells (2009), the demise of the Cold War, the neolibera-

lization of the state, the increased transnationalization of politics, the prolife-

ration of the number of NGOs, and the development of media technologies, 

has created a world more open for activism. In this condition, having the 
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ability to set oneself in the midst of a wide network of informants and infor-

mation, and keeping up with a plurality of identities, are competencies that 

can make a difference. Some actors (journalists, bloggers, spin doctors, col-

umnists, grassroots workers and organizations, etc.) are in a position of mak-

ing impact in ways that steers flows of information and political agendas 

within and across national borders, and across publics. If Mircea as an indi-

vidual had some of these competencies, his NGO benefited from being run 

by him as a leader since the Media Monitoring Agency did not have a stable 

financial base, but were forced to continuously look for new funding, new 

projects, and new ways of making an impact in accordance with the organi-

zation‘s overall agenda.104 

One can make a connection here to Hannerz‘s usage of the expression 

―arbitraging multidimensional information‖ in his writing on newspeople 

working on global reporting, and on the need for some ―journalistic retool-

ing‖ caused by the demise of the Cold War story line (Hannerz 2004: 205). 

The expression was originally coined by New York Times foreign affairs 

columnist Thomas Friedman who states that ―the key to being a successful 

arbitrageur is having a wide net of informants and information and then 

knowing how to synthesize it in a way that will produce a profit‖ (1999: 15, 

quoted in Hannerz op.cit). Taking the expression from hedge fund managers, 

Friedman believes that this could inspire journalists working with global 

matters to search for new approaches, stating that today ―you need to do two 

things at once, look at the world through a multidimensional, multilens pers-

pective and, at the same time, convey that complexity to readers through 

simple stories, not grand theories‖ (ibid.).  

Transferred to the NGO world in which Mircea operates, arbitrating a 

wide network of informants and information is driven not foremost by a 

desire to make a profit, but to make things cohere: to continually make a 

strong case for securing the working conditions for journalists. The recurrent 

theme of ―protection of journalists‖ in a domestic and global discourse of 

journalism corresponds with the kind of informational landscape that Mircea 

navigates in his daily work. He looks simultaneously at the complex and 

continuous formation of domestic political structures, and at what may be 

one way of conveying this complexity into a more comprehensible story 

                                                      
104 Cf. Bartholdson (2007: 245) on the need for charismatic leaders among NGOs working in 
the Afro-Brazilian movement in Brazil. 
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about journalistic autonomy that speaks to domestic publics as well as trans-

national ones.  

This brings me back to the news piece by The Associated Press with 

which I opened this chapter. Photographically depicting ordinary citizens 

forming a ―human ring‖ around the famous People‘s House (the place of the 

Romanian Parliament), the piece conveyed a snapshot of current political 

and civic affairs in Romania, in the form of an NGO campaign concerning a 

draft law on the free access to information—a crucial freedom for journalis-

tic work. It was a product of a news agency operating within a well-

established worldwide structure of international news, and it was simulta-

neously an illustration of the kind of agency Mircea and his peers were pur-

suing. 
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6. Protection 

An important figure in Mircea Toma‘s NGO network is Ioana Avădani at the 

Center for Independent Journalism in Bucharest.105 A difference between the 

two is that Ioana is employed by the Center to be in charge of one of several 

centers in the East European region run by the Independent Journalism 

Foundation (USA). She thus has a long-term budget for running costs which 

makes her financially more independent. One of her main tasks is to coordi-

nate tuition-free training offered to practicing journalists and students. For 

this the Center is well equipped and the courses are popular. In addition to 

this more organized and concrete activity of the Center—basically running a 

school of journalism—Ioana functions in several ways as a representative of 

civil society or of the NGO sector working on media and journalism in Ro-

mania. This is how she is referred to when taking up seats she holds in vari-

ous forums in national and international contexts. It is also how she talks 

about herself and her workplace: ―We are an NGO.‖ Together with Mircea, 

she constitutes a node around which much of the activity of media develop-

ment and critique flows in today‘s Romania. 

In this chapter, I take the focus on the Romanian NGO sector further to 

sites and situations in which Mircea Toma and Ioana Avădani were at work 

during my field stay. An overall purpose of the chapter is to give some sense 

of the transnational intertwinement of NGO work connected to the Roma-

nian media and journalism field. The material presented also aims to reveal 

how the categories of ―NGO‖ and ―state‖ are not always as clear-cut as de-

velopment discourse often seems to imply. Yet rather than attempting a full 

account or mapping of the Center‘s or the Agency‘s work, their position in 

the Romanian public sphere, or of the NGO sector as such, I have selected 

ethnographic material that allows me to further explore the issue of protec-

tion. Two kinds of protection are at stake, one connected to physical harm, 

the other to legislative processes and law. As for the latter, I will attempt to 

                                                      
105 To repeat, I will mostly refer to the Center for Independent Journalism as ―the Center,‖ and 
the Media Monitoring Agency as ―the Agency.‖ 
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show that implementation and usage in the context of contemporary Roma-

nia of thin principles such as the rights to freedom of expression and free 

access to information, is a complicated matter due especially to widespread 

distrust toward journalists, among judges, for example, concerning their 

professionalism. 

I start with an account of a ―Surviving Hostile Regions Safety Course for 

Journalists,‖ organized by the Center in collaboration with two organizations 

working on a transnational scale: the International Federation of Journalists 

and the Council of Europe. The course was held in the city of Sinaia in Ro-

mania in 2001 and gathered journalists from several countries in the region, 

with the purpose of educating them in how to stay safe in situations of con-

flict and violence. A feature of the safety course is a certain overlap between, 

on the one hand, the fields of professionalization of journalism in a world-

wide context, and, on the other hand, that of profit-seeking entrepreneurship 

combining transnational business, military competence and security as a 

growing concern in the post-Cold War global context, characterized by some 

as a time of uncertainty (see, e.g., Delanty 2005; Nowotny et al. 2001). 

After describing and analyzing the safety course, I move on to a short de-

scription of the Center along with a few notes from interviews with Ioana 

Avădani. In this section, I briefly reflect on the notion of trust. Two more 

sites and events then follow. The first is a conference also held in Sinaia, a 

year before the safety course took place. It concerned the creation of a Ro-

manian national association of journalists and was organized by the Agency. 

Although the theme was local or national, the organization and the discus-

sions during this conference had inter- and transnational dimensions. The 

conference was sponsored by the United States, and the preoccupation with 

protection and safety was clear, here linked to legislation on national and 

supra-national levels and with explicit reference to the U.S. First Amend-

ment, ―international standards,‖ and to institutions such as the European 

Court of Human Rights. The second case is partly a result of the conference 

in Sinaia and concerns a project aimed at educating judges in local magi-

strates in Romania about the values and procedures of the European Court of 

Human Rights. 

Sinaia 1: Understanding bullet behavior 

On March 16, 2001, eighteen journalists from Romania, Bulgaria, Moldavia, 

and Hungary had gathered in a conference location in the mountainous town 
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of Sinaia, a hundred kilometres north of Bucharest, to take the ―Surviving 

Hostile Regions Safety Course for Journalists.‖106 They were basically to be 

taught how to avoid getting killed or injured during assignments in situations 

of war, terrorism, or riots. One of the journalists had been reporting from the 

war in ex-Yugoslavia, and another had covered one of the Romanian miners‘ 

protest march to Bucharest in the early 1990s, which had turned violent. The 

rest of them had little or no previous experience in such conflict situations. 

Two British Army ex-officers were responsible for the course: one for the 

part dealing with war strategies, guns and arms, etc., the other one with the 

part on first aid training and medical issues. The ex-officers, Jim Condon 

and Mick Hawkes, had been with the British Special Forces and were now 

contracted by the British international security company AKE Ltd (Andrew 

Kain Enterprises) that had designed the course. The AKE team consisted of 

fourteen instructors (the majority of whom had a background in the Special 

Forces) and Jim and Mick had led safety courses for organizations such as 

the U.S. development agency Freedom Forum and the globally active news 

industries BBC and CNN. For the occasion in Sinaia, the International Fed-

eration of Journalists had bought the AKE concept partly with money from 

the Council of Europe, and a Romanian NGO (the Center) organized the 

course locally. 

During the lectures, PowerPoint files were projected on a screen behind 

the trainers. A stand-by image—a sort of course logotype—that kept return-

ing on the screen in between the sessions was a photo-collage in a blue tone, 

depicting a street with a few bombed houses, a TV photographer appearing 

in the middle of the street, and an AKE logotype resting in one of the upper 

corners in the shape of a globe. The image of the globe was similar to ones 

used in logotypes of other transnational organizations and companies: no 

geographical contours, just a circle filled with blue color and crisscrossed 

with longitudinal and latitudinal lines. The street with the bombed houses 

could be just about anywhere, although the image gave associations to places 

such as Beirut or Sarajevo, judging by the architectural style of the buildings 

that were still standing upright. The image depicted a photographer wearing 

a helmet with ―TV‖ painted on it, suggesting a fairly recent conflict. The 

image could be said to symbolize the context of the safety course: conflicts 

in contemporary times are intricately tied up with representations in the me-

                                                      
106 Officially, I participated in the course as an observer, but took full part in the practical 
exercises. The participants, lecturers and organizers knew about my anthropology affiliation 
as well as my former journalistic experience. 
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dia, and journalists across the globe, assigned to report from such conflicts, 

are frequently caught up in violent situations in which their lives are put at 

risk. 

A central feature of the safety course was the focus on violence: danger-

ous situations, the power of weapons, the unpredictability of snipers and 

mines, the right way to stop bleeding and deal with shock, etc. Jim and Mick 

frequently told anecdotes and stories from their own experiences in Kosovo, 

Northern Ireland, The Falklands and other conflict areas.107 Plenty of film 

footage was used, depicting kidnapping dramas, ―crowd mentality,‖ and 

reporters in stressed work situations. The lectures were often very detailed. 

For example, Jim described the danger of bullets: ―Many times when a bullet 

is shot, it‘s not going to hit its target, which means that in a war zone the air 

will be full of bullets passing their targets and ending up just about any-

where.‖108 The participants were taught about the many factors involved in 

―bullet behavior‖: manufacture (varying quality), ability of the firer, fatigue, 

stress and wind. ―At 10m/s, a bullet deviates eight meters from its target 

after a thousand meters,‖ Jim explained and suggested that statistics show 

that only one bullet out of a million had lethal effect in World War II. He 

spoke of snipers:   
 
Be sure to take away your proximity to prominent points [officers, politi-
cians, etc., or arms and ammunition deposits]. Be aware of geographical 
spots, and take precaution when interviewing an officer. How do you know 
when snipers are around? Single shots. No return fire. Ask the soldiers! They 
know. 
 

Jim also presented a film depicting a hostage drama in Chechnya. Terrorists 

had filmed the moment when they cut off the finger of a kidnapped person. 

The sequence was about one minute long: ―There is no way you can prepare 

yourself for this,‖ he said and went on saying that although it is not talked 

about so much in the media, the potential profits in this business are well 

known in terrorist circles, groups selling kidnapped persons to one another, 

and cashing in from various sources. 

                                                      
107 No discussion came up on the political dimension of these conflicts. They were merely 
examples of violent situations. 
108 Quotes are either from my transcribed tape recordings or field notes. 
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Safety business 

The safety course in Sinaia meant three days of intense lectures, practices 

and socializing. The trainers were not only highly efficient in their pedagog-

ic style but also entertaining, and the participants were amused by the plenti-

ful delivery of military joking jargon and slightly cynical hospital humor. 

Representatives of all involved parties were present at least a day or two 

during the course, adding international flair to the event. The Council of 

Europe‘s Ivan Nikoltchev (Bulgarian with a Ph.D. in communication studies 

from Maryland, USA, now living in Strasbourg) came from Strasbourg and 

was at one point brought up in front of the audience to illustrate the correct 

usage of a tourniquet; IFJ‘s Sarah de Jong (Dutch, several years of interna-

tional work based in London) arrived on day two from Brussels;109 and Ioana 

Avădani (Romanian, former journalist) stayed the whole course together 

with her ten-year-old son and a colleague. Thus, five parties or actors as-

sembled to educate East-European journalists on how to protect themselves: 

British Army ex-officers, the transnational company AKE Ltd, International 

Federation of Journalists, Council of Europe and Centre for Independent 

Journalism. 

What are the different agendas and belongings here? First of all, the status 

of the British Army in this context should be understood against the back-

ground of the recent changing role of the military in many countries. Al-

though Mick and Jim had more or less left the army and embarked on a dif-

ferent career path, their work is indicative of the fact that many military pol-

icies are nowadays directed increasingly toward international peace-keeping 

work, including closer collaboration with NGOs on issues of human rights 

(see Viktorin 2008). Second, AKE‘s presence in Sinaia shows that the pro-

tection of journalists has become a business.110 AKE was established in 1991 

and its concept is to provide security and political risk management to busi-

nesses, NGOs and the media.111 The company has offices in London, Wash-

                                                      
109 When I asked her, she first said she was ―international‖: French mother, British father, 
studies in London, living in Brussels. No journalistic background. Her assignment with IFJ 
was more of a step in her career. She wanted to return to London where her boyfriend was 
living. Her view of herself ties in with research on cosmopolitanism in terms of the kind of 
professional environment she is involved in and the class she could be said to belong to (Cal-
houn 2002). 
110 See Tumber (2002) for a description of AKE Ltd and its activities in this business field. 
111 It is relevant to repeat here the suggestion of Collier, Lakoff and Rabinow that the end of 
the Cold War meant ―a shift in the focus of security planners from superpower confrontation 
to polymorphous new threats which are yet to be fully defined‖ (2004: 3). 
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ington D.C., Sydney, Islamabad and Baghdad.112 Third, the International 

Federation of Journalists (IFJ) calls itself an international non-governmental 

organization. It is based in Brussels and functions as an umbrella organiza-

tion financed by journalist unions across the globe. IFJ‘s main ambition is to 

lobby for journalists across the globe to organize themselves in unions. Safe-

ty has been a core concept at least since 1992 when the organization‘s ―Safe-

ty Fund‖ was established.113 Fourth, the Council of Europe is a pan-

European, supra-national body, based in Strasbourg and funded through 

member European governments. The council does not run projects itself, but 

supplies financial support to initiatives that fall within its policy frame. Free 

and professional media has been viewed since 1989 as an important area 

within the overall ambition to support democratization of countries in the 

former socialist bloc. The Center for Independent Journalism, finally, one of 

the more active Romanian NGOs working in the media field, is U.S.-funded 

and working in several ways to strengthen the position of journalists in Ro-

mania. As mentioned, although Romanian journalists are the main focus of 

the Center, it works regionally as well, most significantly through the net-

work of its sister organizations in several Central and South East European 

countries. 

 IFJ and the Center set up the safety course to take place in Romania and 

invited participants from the whole region. The Center sent out invitations to 

journalists through various journalist associations and directly through the 

Center‘s own e-mail list.114 Thus, through a nationally and regionally trans-

mitted invitation, the journalists gathered in Sinaia were involved in an edu-

                                                      
112 AKE describes its product thus: ―In today's expanding global marketplace, businesses and 
professionals may be vulnerable to significant security and political risk. Such risk—whether 
to personnel, operations or facilities—needs to be properly addressed; or the result could be 
project failure, reduced efficiency, increased costs and insurance premiums, injury, illness and 
even death. But surprisingly, some organisations assume these risks must simply be accepted. 
Risk can be reduced—if you know how. AKE has spent over a decade showing multi-national 
clients how to assess and mitigate risks and stay safe and effective‖ (quoted from 
www.akegroup.com, accessed  2006-05-03). 
113 For further details about IFJ‘s work on safety issues, see www.ifj.org/en/pages/press-
freedom-safety (accessed 2009-10-09). 
114 One of the participating journalists (Radu, portrayed in Chapter 3) described how he con-
sidered it crucial to be on the Center‘s list to get information about this kind of courses, which 
he reckoned to be exclusive although perhaps not specifically linked to the everyday work 
environment (―a fine opportunity to get away from work for a while and meet colleagues from 
other media‖). According to him, announcements seem to get lost as soon as they reach the 
editorial or administrative office of his newspaper. He gets information directly from the 
Center, rarely through the newspaper office. Ioana Avădani at the Center also told me how the 
Romanian Press Club set up their own selection process for the safety course, although they 
were asked to just deliver the announcement to the members‘ respective work places. 
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cational setting that linked, directly and indirectly, the British military, West 

European and US government strategies and budgets, global market forces, 

and international and local NGO activism.  

As such, the course illustrates how the agendas and actions of several 

kinds of organizations overlap and intertwine with each other to create par-

ticular forms and moments of governance—across national and cultural bor-

ders and across lines traditionally drawn between state and NGO (cf. 

Boström and Garsten 2008). Standing at the center of this constellation, and 

attracting the attention of the organizations who organized the safety course, 

is the journalist who, ideally, has the potential of influencing both the activi-

ty of the state and the construction of citizenship. 

Educate and protect yourself 

If the violence seemed horrifying and unpredictable to the participants of the 

safety course, some degree of ease was given by International Federation of 

Journalists‘ human rights information officer, Sarah de Jong, who sat among 

them. Sarah was less of an observer than the representative of Council of 

Europe, Ivan Nikoltchev, also present during a day and a half, and she occa-

sionally involved herself in discussions of principal matters from the pers-

pective of her own international work area. A basic message she seemed 

keen to deliver was that the participants should remember that IFJ is an or-

ganization that cares for the well-being of its members—whoever and whe-

rever they are—and that IFJ is always prepared to assist in crisis situations: 

―When you leave for a dangerous assignment, do send us an e-mail to keep 

us informed about your whereabouts and your plans. It makes it easier for us 

if anything should happen to you.‖ 

This turned out to be a more problematic point than she expected. The 

preparedness of IFJ to step in is conditional: it concerns members only, and 

journalists can become members of the IFJ only as long as they are members 

of an affiliated national union in their respective home country. In a discus-

sion that began in the lecture room and ended in the bar, one of the Roma-

nian participants, a photojournalist and cameraman, suggested it was thus 

impossible for him to be a member of the IFJ since all Romanian unions, in 

his view, were corrupt and incompetent and did not deserve his membership 

fee. He did not think that international organizations should grant these un-

ions any recognition, for example through this kind of international member-

ship arrangement. In addition, this journalist had been working for a West 
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European TV company and with the current regulations in Romania this 

meant he could not become a member with a national union even if he 

wanted to, since he had no employment in Romania. During assignments in 

Bosnia, he had used a forged international press card to get the necessary 

accreditations. 

This particular exchange of opinions points to the fact that when the 

ideals and policies formulated by IFJ are negotiated and operationalized in 

Romania as a geographically and culturally situated context, membership 

turns out to strengthen domestically the position of one part that only pays 

lip service to those very ideals (as I described in Chapter 3).  

The discussion between Sarah and the photojournalist, and the organiza-

tion of the course as a whole, also says something about responsibility. Seen 

from the perspective of AKE‘s description of their product quoted above, it 

is worth noting that the course in Sinaia was not foremost a concern of the 

journalists‘ respective media companies or institutions (most journalists had 

filed an application for the course on their own initiative). Rather, the care 

for the safety of the journalists was located at what can be characterized as a 

deterritorialized, transnationally configured level. The variety of conflicts 

and terrorism activities mentioned by Jim and Mick produced an image of a 

ubiquitous and deterritorialized kind of violence the journalists may encoun-

ter. Describing chaotic situations, the unpredictability of bullets, showing 

that it is not always possible to know where the bullet could be coming from 

or who was firing it, symbolically contributes to the legitimacy for giving 

this kind of course: security has become an increasingly complex, unpredict-

able and pressing issue in post-Cold War times, and the need for journalists 

to stay safe has become a concern for professional and educational bodies 

belonging to entities set apart from specific media companies or nation-

states.  

Drawing on Foucault‘s theories about technologies of the self (Foucault 

1988, 2000), and on discussions about neo-liberalism,115 one may note that 

the course was focused on having the individual journalists develop strate-

gies and knowledge to look after themselves. Again, it was not the chief 

editors of the participants‘ respective media institutions that were addressed 

in terms of responsibility, but the individual journalist (―you send us an e-

mail‖/‖your membership‖). During the course, however, they were assured 

                                                      
115 Following Rose (1996), neoliberalism is here understood as a political rationality that 
seeks to govern not through command and control operations but through the calculative 
choice of formally free actors. 
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that they were not alone in dealing with such a responsibility; they were told 

that there are large and globally active organizations always prepared to 

assist, notwithstanding the administrative problems this might entail. In-

volved here, then, are simultaneous tendencies of globalization toward more 

abstract units of meaning-making agents (transnational companies, interna-

tional or supranational organizations, etc.), as well as a more individual base 

of responsibility. 

Center for Independent Journalism 

The Safety Course in Sinaia was the second occasion when the Center had 

worked with the International Federation of Journalists (IFJ), a collaboration 

that started in 2000. Ioana Avădani met the organization‘s program manager 

in Sarajevo when the centers in Eastern Europe connected to the Independent 

Journalism Foundation met to establish a regional network.116 Just before, in 

December 1999, the Council of Europe‘s funding under the European Un-

ion‘s Stability Pact program had been launched, and part of the safety course 

was financed with money from this program (the major contribution came 

from the Danish government). The Romanian foreign ministry (representing 

Romania as a member of the Council of Europe) had asked Ioana to come up 

with suggestions of a few courses in the field of professionalization of jour-

nalists. The Council of Europe delivered connections to IFJ and the World 

Associations of Newspapers (WAN), and Ioana presented the safety course 

later as one alternative. The safety course was thus initially state-sanctioned. 

Ioana values working with the IFJ: ―They keep their involvement low and 

that‘s fine.‖ The WAN representatives checked on things a lot (in connection 

to another project), and Ioana mentions that they were even concerned with 

the heating in the hotels and lecture halls. IFJ has a more relaxed approach. 

―Don‘t misunderstand, I loved working with WAN. Not the control, though, 

but I can live with that.‖ IFJ is a collaborator on specific projects, not an 

exclusive partner. For instance, IFJ is working with assistance in creating a 

trade union in Romania and the Center does not take part in that. Why the 

Council of Europe prefers to work with international organizations puzzles 

                                                      
116 U.S. Independent Journalism Foundation (IJF), not to be mixed up with International 
Federation of Journalists (IFJ). For the sake of clarity, IJF is a foundation with its head office 
in New York, and which finances the Center‘s work in Bucharest and in other cities in the 
region. IFJ is a federation of journalist unions, working from Brussels. Further description of 
IJF below. 
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Ioana, though: ―Wouldn‘t it be normal to approach us directly? We are not 

trusted? As a matter of fact we did everything.‖ 

Ioana Avǎdani next to a representative of World Association of Newspapers, at a conference 

on May 3rd 2001, celebrating World Press Freedom Day. (Photo by author) 

The Center started its activity in 1994-95. A few years earlier, when the fall 

of the communist regimes in Eastern Europe was the talk of the day, James 

Greenfield, member of The New York Times‟ editorial board, had attended a 

conference in Prague and felt there was a need to start up something in Cen-

tral and South Eastern Europe, since it appeared to him that people in this 

part of the world ―had no idea what journalism was all about.‖117 In 1991, the 

Independent Journalism Foundation was established on Greenfield‘s initia-

tive. Donald M Wilson, another high-ranking American publicist, joined 

later. The foundation is non-profit and non-political, and among its donors 

are Time Warner Inc., The New York Times Company Foundation, The 

Open Society Institute, a number of anonymous private persons, and public-

fund based institutions such as the U.S. International Research and Exchange 

Board (IREX).  

The first Center for Independent Journalism was launched in Prague, with 

a sister center in Bratislava after the split of Czechoslovakia. Bucharest came 

in after Iolanda Stăniloiu, the Bucharest center‘s first director, met with 

                                                      
117 Ioana‘s words. 
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Greenfield when she was on a fellowship in the USA. She was considered to 

have the right profile and after some talk, a center was opened in Bucharest 

as well. The foundation has its base in New York, but the organization is 

decentralized with the directors in each East and South East European city 

responsible for local staffing, programming and budget. Ioana Avădani took 

over the director post in 1999. 

The foundation was created ―to help fellow journalists in post-Communist 

countries upgrade their reporting skills, technology and business practic-

es.‖118 A leaflet states that ―[IJF‘s] overarching goal is to develop the craft of 

effective, fact-based, responsible journalism—not to transplant or propagate 

any particular system of journalism.‖ The following slogan is printed on the 

front page: ―Helping the people of Eastern Europe make informed decisions 

by supporting a free and independent press.‖ The target group at the end of 

the line is thus, as discussed in Chapter 2, Eastern European citizens, and the 

ideological underpinnings of the project is a belief in the close relationship 

between free, fact-based, and ―responsible‖ journalism on the one hand, and 

an informed citizenry on the other. The Independent Journalism Foundation 

thus exemplifies several aspects of a global media development discourse: 

the sender-side being that of journalism practitioners from the ―center‖ (New 

York Times), linking up with NGOs in the ―periphery‖ (Bucharest), through 

existing NGOs or by establishing their own, financing their activity through 

a combination of private and public means, and putting forth journalism as 

basically a non-political and universally valid professional endeavor. 

Distrust 

When I started spending time at the Center, it had just been relocated to fa-

cilities nearby Piaţa  Unirii, a few blocks away from the People‘s House, on 

a tiny street parallel to the big Bulevardul Unirii. The new office was more 

spacious than the former one, and the whole place had just been restored 

before Ioana and her staff moved in. At the time of one of my visits right 

after the safety course in Sinaia, there had been a break-in during which 

equipment worth ten thousands of U.S. dollars was stolen. The equipment 

had not been insured. The insurance market is complex and in the stress of 

packing and moving things, the final decision for a suitable insurance con-

cept at the new address had been postponed. ―The police were of course 

                                                      
118 www.ijf-cij.org (accessed 2006-02-28). 
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contacted, but that only led to further frustration and bitterness,‖ says Ioana. 

The police investigation took a long time, and the inspectors did not show up 

at agreed hours and generally did not seem interested. Ioana says she is sure 

that by the slow pace and disinterest they were just indicating an opening for 

bribes, but she had no intention of affirming such behavior. She also sus-

pects that it was an insider job since the break-in was neatly done and only 

editing equipment was missing. 

Ioana mentions another example of the mentality among authorities, re-

garding a man named Alexandru Mironov, a well-known author and science-

fiction fan, known also for having run TV shows. He became a spokesperson 

for President Ion Iliescu and received a minister post during Iliescu‘s second 

period in office. During the presidential period of Emil Constantinescu,119 he 

ran a TV show in which he basically criticized people for not voting PSD 

(Iliescu‘s party). Now, with PSD back in office since the elections in 2000, 

Mironov is in charge of the Bucharest office of UNESCO (another person 

holds the UNESCO ambassadorship stationed in Paris).120 In connection to a 

forthcoming conference on media legislation which UNESCO was co-

organizing, and to which Ioana (as a representative of civil society) had been 

assigned to select one of the attendants from Romania, Mironov called Ioana 

and asked her why she had nominated a certain person without asking him 

first. The answer was simple, Ioana had told him, she did so because the 

main organizers had asked her to, without any instructions about talking to 

Mironov or the Romanian government beforehand. He said that every time 

UNESCO is involved, she should talk to him. She responded with something 

like, ―Well, I can try to keep you informed, although this is not really my 

task.‖ He had responded: ―I will take care for you to do this.‖121 It did not 

really scare Ioana, but the mentality does:  
 
To him and many of his peers, decentralization means chaos. They are acting 
as if they own the state, rather than run it, for the time being. 
 

In the end, Ioana reasons, it was a matter of payment. The person Ioana rec-

ommended for the conference will attend it on the conference budget. Miro-

nov wanted to send another person and will now have to pay for him. ―I‘m 

an NGO, I don‘t have to report to the government!‖ I ask her whether this 

                                                      
119 Romania‘s president from 1996-2000 when the Democratic Convention held office. 
120 UNESCO high-ranking staff is appointed by governments. 
121 Ioana‘s words, reading from my field notes (both in English), are exactly those but still a 
bit vague. Nevertheless, it appeared to Ioana as a threat. 
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would be a thing to go to the media with, as an example of the way some 

politicians or authorities work or think. She responded: 
 
No, I don‘t want conflict. Journalism is scandalous and they wouldn‘t write 
about this as a general issue. They would rather slam him, since he is a 
slammable person. But he is also laughable and there is no use to get into 
confrontation with a laughable person [meaning he would probably win any-
way]. But I do tell people I know!‖ 
 

If certainly on the margins of what the Center is preoccupied with, Ioana‘s 

reflections on the break-in and the call from Mironov speaks of journalism, 

public administration and public life in particular ways. The incident with 

the conference co-organized with UNESCO is one among many I encoun-

tered where the mentality of a certain segment of people (exemplified by 

Mironov) involved in Romanian public life surfaced.122 They are often minor 

things, yet they correspond with an alertness among Ioana and her NGO 

colleagues in the sense that these kinds of people and this kind of behavior 

needs to be continuously monitored on Ioana and her peers‘ behalf, and ac-

tion taken on their sometime misuse or abuse of power. 

Ioana expressed a lack of trust in authorities and explains inefficiency 

among the police as partly a matter of corruption which, in turn, she disap-

proves of. In relation to Mironov, her perception of the boundary between 

the state and NGO is clear—Mironov should keep his hands off. Further-

more, the role of journalism in contemporary Romania is in Ioana‘s view 

such that she considered it inappropriate or not a good idea to suggest that a 

journalist to write about the incident with Mironov. She feels that this is not 

where that kind of debates or exchange of opinion, information and expe-

rience is to take place. Overall, there is thus a lack of trust in several direc-

tions, which speaks of a complex communicational environment in which 

Ioana is set to work. The ambition of the NGO she is leading is to contribute 

toward establishing a more transparent Romanian society and more specifi-

cally to train journalists to become professionals set to deal with public mat-

ters in ways that stimulates this transparency. Ioana‘s distrust of authorities 

is accompanied by distrust of the current media. In addition, many people 

who spoke with me, and who had little or no inside experience of the media 

or the NGO field, expressed similar sentiments or opinions about people like 

Mironov. They also expressed doubts about journalists as categorically sepa-

                                                      
122 As with Cândea‘s expression ―formers‖ (see Chapter 2), these people often had a back-
ground in or were connected to the nomenclature of the communist regime, and had been able 
to switch power into the new situation (cf. Verdery 1996). 
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rated from people like him, seeing journalists more like being on Mironov‘s 

side. If the current mass media was considered inapproriate for rational de-

bate by Ioana, the regularly organized conferences within the NGO sector 

and with invited guests from the media field, international NGOs and state 

officials, facilitated an arena where the organization of journalism was more 

thoroughly discussed. In the next sections, I turn to two such occasions. 

Sinaia 2: ―Who is the journalist, anyway?‖ 

Sinaia had also been the location for a gathering of journalists in January 

2000. On this occasion, journalists from all over Romania, and with guests 

from neighboring countries, met for a three-day conference aimed at estab-

lishing a nation-wide association of journalists. Not a trade union, it was said 

(leaving out issues such as collective agreements on salaries), but an associa-

tion that would overlook and actively work more broadly for freedom of 

speech and the protection of journalists, and which could also function gen-

erally as an interest group. The initiative came from the Media Monitoring 

Agency, but it was to become one among several gatherings that the Agency 

and the Center organized together, leading up to the creation a few years 

later of the Convention of Media Organizations. 

Present at this particular conference were not only journalists, but also 

editors and media executives from state-owned and private media, as well as 

officials from state departments such as the Ministry of Justice. All in all, 

approximately eighty people attended. The conference was financed with 

money from the USA, and the U.S. ambassador‘s wife, Sheila Kast-

Rosapepe, a former journalist herself, opened with a few introductory words, 

starting out by saying, ―It makes me proud to be American when we are 

doing these things.‖ She mentioned the First Amendment (including acts on 

freedom of expression) as a constitutional act for all U.S. citizens, not only 

journalists, and suggested there was a lot for Romania to learn from the U.S. 

case.  

It was to become Mircea Toma‘s 25
th
 or so founding of an NGO. Discus-

sions had been on for some time to expand the prevailing Bucharest-based 

activism with a call to journalists in the provinces to organize—to ―step out 

of their provincial cage‖ and take part in an attempt to create a stronghold 

against misuses of political and business power. Some of the younger jour-

nalists coming from provincial towns commented afterwards that the confe-

rence, with its prominent guests, highly interesting topics, not to mention the 
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mingling and party, had been one of the first occasions when they felt they 

belonged to some kind of community, a national professional community of 

journalists.123 

The conference was generally not unique—there had been some before 

and several were yet to come with similar constellations of people and simi-

lar topics on the agenda—but it was special in the sense that it was one of 

the first efforts on behalf of a Romanian NGO to expand the scope and in-

clude journalists in the provinces in this kind of conference setting. Within 

Bucharest circles of journalists, editors and NGO activists, it was often 

stated that Bucharest is a special case and that in provincial towns the work-

ing situation of the individual journalist is more precarious. While this may 

be seen as a shortcoming of international organizations, it also involves a 

kind of division of labor in which local NGOs may find a delineated task, 

and also that when initiatives such as this specific conference are taken, 

funding from abroad will be easy to obtain.124 

NGO advice 

The speeches and discussions during the three days focused predominantly 

on current threats against journalists and on laws connected to the media, 

and the geographical connection expanded from Bucharest and outward. 

Participants from Romanian provincial towns and from Hungary and the 

Republic of Moldova presented examples of abuses.125 A Romanian attorney 

who had just returned from Strasbourg talked about two cases that had re-

cently been brought up in the European Court of Human Rights, and referred 

to the European Convention on Human Rights as the overarching jurisdic-

tional body Romania is accountable to on issues of freedom of expression, 

whatever national law may stipulate. He pointed to a discrepancy here and 

said it was generally conceived among his colleagues that Romanian nation-

al laws still had ―flaws‖ in this respect. A representative of the Ministry of 

Justice made a note in connection to the attorney‘s speech and said there is a 

                                                      
123 A feature of the conference was a near fetishization of harassments and suing of journal-
ists, epitomized by a ―most harassed journalist‖ contest during the conference party, won by 
Nicolae Toma (see Chapter 4). 
124 The head of the human rights organization Article19, active in Romania since the end of 
the 1990s, stated that his organization had no resources to reach locally: ―We do national 
policy advocacy, and hope our local colleagues have the resources to take it further‖ (inter-
view, 2003-04-31).  
125 One conclusion from these brief reports was that the further East, the more precarious the 
situation for journalists as to their security and freedom. 
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draft law in parliament at the moment: ―I can give you good news: there is 

more transparency coming up!‖ 

A man from a local daily newspaper, furthermore, presented a number of 

examples of the precarious situation of the local journalist, which in his view 

all pointed to one conclusion: judges in local and regional courts use the 

current penal code in ways that do not correspond with the European con-

vention.126 The representative from the Ministry of Justice added: 
 
You have to understand that we have three hundred vacancies in the judge 
and prosecutors sector and that the level of training of judges is not appropri-
ate. It‘s a big problem. We want to develop a recruitment system with psy-
chological tests to get responsible people, and we thank Mircea Toma for 
giving us some advice on this issue.  
 

After lunch on the second day, to everybody‘s surprise, the President of Ro-

mania, Emil Constantinescu, was sitting among the audience. He had not 

been invited and his arrival not announced. It stirred up a bit of confusion 

and he was asked to explain what he was doing there. He said he had heard 

about the conference and since he was already in Sinaia on holiday, he de-

cided to break the vacation for a day and tune in on what was going on in the 

NGO sector: ―I am here as a private person.‖ The organizers then basically 

ignored him and moved on with the agenda.127 

A couple of hours passed. When he was eventually allowed to speak, 

Constantinescu referred to his seven years of working in the civil society 

sector, prior to winning the presidential election in 1996. He suggested that 

Romanian media are divided into two worlds: the Bucharest media and the 

local ones, and he perceived the latter as more connected to everyday life. 

Yet the relationship between media and authorities on the local level is very 

different compared to Bucharest and sometimes not so ―healthy‖ for the 

―responsible‖ journalist, he suggested. He spoke about the young generation: 

―Young people in the media must be protected. I was one of the promoters of 

                                                      
126 Having journalistic misbehavior withdrawn from the penal code and placed within the bulk 
of the civil code was a particular goal of media NGOs and a debated issue at the time of my 
stay.  
127 It needs to be taken into account here that many people had put a lot of faith and hope in 
Constantinescu when he took office after the elections in 1996. It was by many seen as a 
moment that would put an end to what many anticipated as a kind of quasi democratic rule 
based on Ion Iliescu‘s communist belongings. Due to problems and conflicts within the de-
mocratic convent that took power then, the elected government failed to carry through their 
political ambitions. The appearance of Emil Constantinescu at this particular conference thus 
happened at a point when his credibility was very low (see, e.g., Gallagher 2004; Carey 
2004). 
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journalistic schools. I want to see what these young people are doing now.‖ 

He argued that organization (in unions) is a big problem in Romania today: 

―It‘s the rules that are rejected. We want total independence, but we are not 

willing to do anything for it. We have to remember that professionalism is a 

value. I wanted the truth there at the balcony128—now I am frustrated. What 

about the journalists today, do they want the truth?‖ He addressed the 

younger journalists: ―There is responsibility in this profession,‖ and went on 

to ask ―who is the journalist, anyway?‖ He brought up an example, referring 

to a recent case where a journalist had been convicted for misbehavior:  
 
This Sabou, with no education and a criminal record, etc.—and we call him a 
journalist?! Being a journalist means communicating opinions, and who is el-
igible to do this? There should be a minimum consensus on defending respec-
tability. 
 

Coming to an end, Constantinescu asked: ―What is this I hear, journalists 

feeling that they don‘t have support? I sympathize with you. Local media, 

contact me directly! I can‘t intervene in court matters, but I want to know 

what is going on.‖ A journalist who appeared a bit puzzled after one hour of 

this spontaneous presidential talk asked: ―So, was this on or off the record?‖ 

Constantinescu was silent and Mircea Toma answered in his place: ―Well, he 

took the chair on his own initiative, on the subject ‗sufferings of a presi-

dent.‘‖ 

Predeal: Educating judges 

One concrete outcome of this gathering in Sinaia was the launching of 

A.P.P.L.E., Association for the Protection and Promotion of the Freedom of 

Expression, which soon came to constitute a third leg of the Romanian NGO 

sector working on media and journalism. Furthermore, the advice Mircea 

had given to the justice ministry was to become more than just advice. A 

year after the conference, the Agency was to coordinate a tour around the 

country to meet judges and attorneys to lecture them in the routines of the 

European Court of Human Rights, a project financed by the Council of Eu-

rope and the European Commission. Attorney Monica Macovei, an NGO 

activist with the Romanian Helsinki Committee and an expert on the court 

(and later Minister of Justice), developed the project and was contracted to 

                                                      
128 Referring to the balcony of the committee building of the Romanian Communist Party 
where Ceauşescu  appeared publically for the last time during the riots in December 1989. 
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give the first series of courses together with Adrian Tudorescu from the Min-

istry of Justice. This particular project is thus yet an example of the boun-

dary between NGO and the state becoming blurred in some aspects. It was 

based on an initiative from the Ministry of Justice to try and do something 

about the level of education of judges, an initiative which then traveled 

through talks between Mircea and a few clerks of the ministry, then formu-

lated into a project by NGO activist Monica Macovei, and eventually ending 

up on the desk of the Agency for practical implementation with a budget 

from the Council of Europe. 

I attended the first gathering of judges (in the city of Predeal, near Sinaia) 

and could witness how tough it was for Monica to even start talking about 

the need to protect journalists at a time when harassments and the number of 

lawsuits against journalists were on the rise. A general argument of Moni-

ca‘s was that this tendency risks further instilling self-censorship among 

journalists which in turn is not good for society as a whole. The judges who 

attended the course, however, overwhelmingly expressed little trust in jour-

nalists‘ good intentions and professionalism. One of them had just sentenced 

a journalist to seven months in prison for calumny.129 This particular case 

had apparently been a rather clear one, given the evidence put forth. It was 

an example of journalists not behaving correctly, and thus sustained the 

judges‘ skeptical view.  

Monica‘s method was to present several cases from the European Court 

of Human Rights and to talk them through in detail, show where the Euro-

pean Convention and Romanian law differed and to urge judges to circum-

vent Romanian law to reach a result that corresponds better with the Con-

vention, which Romania signed in 1994: ―We have some international obli-

gations here,‖ she said. One point that led to lengthy and technical discus-

sions concerned whether journalists have acted in good faith in cases of 

calumny. That is to say, if a journalist has presented information that some-

one perceives as insulting and files a complaint, one thing to clarify is 

whether the information is correct or not, and another whether the journalist 

deliberately published the material for the purpose of insult. The judges and 

Monica disagreed here, at least to start with. The discussions got a bit chao-

tic and one judge began lamenting that journalists have a tendency not to 

show up in court: ―Maybe these should be considered cases of contempt of 

                                                      
129 The representative of the Council of Europe, who was present during the gathering, ex-
pressed it in terms of the judge having ―personally‖ sentenced the journalist to jail, on the 
basis that in local magistrates it is the judge only who decides on the verdict and sentence. 
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court.‖ At some point, Monica admitted that journalism may not be perfect 

in practice, ―but we need it as a buffer zone toward the political sphere, and 

we are talking about principles for that here.‖ Another judge said that they 

understood the principles, ―but we are talking about journalists‘ behavior, 

not the principles.‖ Monica told me afterwards that she expected the talks to 

be heated, but said also that this kind of battling is very tiring, especially 

since judges and journalists in principal have a common ambition to critical-

ly investigate the political sphere. 

The discussions cooled down after a while, and overall the talks seemed 

to give both parties food for thought. Adrian Tudorescu—the representative 

of the ministry (and a representative of the Romanian state in a few cases 

brought up in the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg)—had 

some doubts about what he labeled the paternalistic pedagogy practiced by 

Monica. During a talk I had with him after the course, he said that the cases 

in which journalists were found guilty in Strasbourg could have been pre-

sented and discussed as well. If there had been more time and if there had 

also been a trust in the participants that they could judge for themselves, 

these negative cases could have facilitated a more thorough understanding of 

the problem at the end of the day. Yet, he reasoned, considering that the 

judges have a tendency to think in terms of already too much freedom of 

expression, and that journalists are in fact often misusing it, bringing up neg-

ative cases where journalists have been found guilty of unethcial behavior 

might have rendered the judges better ground to keep up with their attitude.  

Furthermore, Adrian was critical about the positivistic pedagogy of Ro-

manian law school. ―You‘re trained to spit back,‖ he said, meaning that 

some of the most important questions in the exams focus mainly on memory. 

As a student you have to learn a lot by heart and repeat what is written in the 

law. As a comparison, Adrian mentioned his master studies in Budapest 

which followed a more Socratic and heuristic pedagogy which stimulated 

students to think in a more creative way. The positivistic approach tends to 

encourage students to respect the law as it is, and to take it by the letter, 

which does not correspond with the case-law principle of the European 

Court of Human Rights, building on less distinct formulations and where the 

outcome of earlier cases informs the judges in each new case. He saw the 

discussions between Monica and the judges as partly a consequence of the 

judges‘ training within the Romanian system. 

Another aspect of the judges‘ seminar or course in Predeal was the pres-

ence of Mircea Toma. He was included as one of the speakers in the pro-
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gram. Several of the judges who spoke with me said the course looked at-

tractive to them because of this, because they had seen Mircea on TV or they 

knew about his work at Caţavencu and were interested in hearing what he 

had to say about things in connection to their work area, or just to meet him, 

as a kind of celebrity. In fact, Monica‘s last session in the afternoon on the 

first day ended abruptly. Before she made her conclusion, she was inter-

rupted by one of the judges who said, ―Now, we want to hear Toma!‖ To the 

judges, it appeared, Mircea functioned as a kind of reward. After the heavy 

load of information, finally they were given some show. 

In his speech, Mircea spoke about the journalistic profession from his 

point of view. He spent some time talking about the Romanian Press Club, 

and about ―press barons‖ in Bucharest. He described the relationship be-

tween the journalists and the barons, claiming that there is a high frequency 

of unofficial employment and that journalists can be fired whenever the boss 

wants to fire them. But he also suggested that the club might not survive 

much longer. After the elections a lot had changed in the board members‘ 

relations, he suggested, which had been creating tensions among them. 

Mircea‘s speech seemed to strike the audience as something new, even 

spectacular, something that most of the participants were not aware of and 

something of great importance. He also disclosed, quite honestly, that there 

is a taboo subject even for Caţavencu, namely the owner Sorin Ovidiu Vîntu. 

For Caţavencu, Vîntu is perhaps the only name on the ―taboo list,‖ while 

other papers or media companies have a longer list of financially or political-

ly connected names that are not to be mentioned with negative connotations 

in their paper or their broadcastings. Mircea suggested there might be a point 

for people to know the underlying economic or political interests of each 

news or media institution, in order to be able to make a better judgment 

about their reportings. But he also said that the media is partly a dirty busi-

ness and if people in general knew, the journalists‘ credibility would be at 

risk. In this respect, judges might be right: journalists, for reasons Mircea 

explained, are perhaps not always acting in good faith.  

Mircea‘s participation in the course was crucial for a better understanding 

of the journalistic field, but at the same time it made the organization of the 

course somewhat problematic: Monica pledging for the importance of jour-

nalists as watchdogs of the political sphere and the need to protect them, 

while Mircea turned it slightly the other way around, explaining real me-

chanisms and principles underlying the activity of journalistic work, saying 
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that this is how freedom of speech can also be used, and indeed, it is used in 

this negative way. 

Conclusion: Deserving protection 

Three main objectives among NGO activists have figured throughout this 

chapter. The first is legislation. The situation in Romania in 2002 was such 

that articles of the Penal Code made ―insult‖ and ―defamation‖ a criminal 

offense. Journalists were personally responsible for their writings and they 

were thus subjected to a risk situation in which their writings could cause 

them legal damage. In fact, it was a substantial risk given the large number 

of lawsuits at that point,130 and with potentially severe consequences given 

the unproportional amount of money often requested in damages. Among 

NGOs working in the media field, transferring defamation to the civil code 

was thought of as making the situation for the individual journalist less pre-

carious, and much activist work was focused on this. NGOs were commonly 

arguing that this move would not only be for the benefit of the journalists—

in terms of decreasing the inclination to self-censorship, for example—but 

for the society as a whole. Discussions within NGO circles thus centered on 

law in terms of helping and securing the journalist‘s work and position, as 

well as opening up for a more transparent society. Other laws were also in 

focus in this overall project, concerning, for example, free access to informa-

tion.131 

The issue of law is not a specifically Romanian problem; after all, the 

media is not truly free in any part of the world, and the many forces that 

prevent journalists from telling their stories are operating everywhere. Most 

societies have laws regulating defamation, libel, and slander in one way or 

the other, as well as laws concerning classified information. What made 

Romania special was the problem of media owners controlling journalistic 

agendas, and of editors often lacking responsibility beyond their immediate 

loyalties to the owners, and beyond their personal business or political inter-

ests, especially in local contexts. As stated in Chapter 4, this had the effect of 

                                                      
130 400 cases of sued journalists were registered under the Penal Code in 2000, according to 
the Ministry of Justice (see Media Monitoring Agency, ―Report on Freedom of Speech, Octo-
ber 2002,‖ downloaded from www.mma.ro, 2007-03-02). 
131 In mid-2006, when Monica Macovei had become Minister of Justice, Romania completely 
decriminalized defamation. However, in January 2007, as I mentioned in Chapter 2, the Con-
stitutional Court reintroduced the two articles that had been removed, on the basis that the 
removal was unconstitutional. 
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keeping the journalistic community fragmented. A second objective among 

NGOs was thus to organize journalists and to stimulate an awareness of col-

lective interests—to have journalists ―stepping out of their provincial 

cage‖—which in turn would correspond with actions taken by NGOs toward 

the national political and legislative sectors and processes. The conference in 

Sinaia that I have accounted for in this chapter was part of this objective. 

If protection in terms of legislative framework was predominantly in fo-

cus among NGO activists, along with the organizion of journalists, various 

debates also shed light on a growing concern within this group, and among 

many outside of it: the problem of corruption, scandal, and politicizing ten-

dencies among journalists. A central question can be posed here in terms of 

whether or not journalists deserved to be protected by being given more leg-

islative freedom to carry out their work, or by being treated in court in ways 

that corresponded with the European Court of Human Rights rather than 

with Romanian law. There was often disagreement on this at the different 

gatherings I attended, and the discussions between Monica and the judges in 

Predeal illustrates this. As a third objective, NGOs aimed at stemming this 

unethical behavior among journalists, and one particular project in this re-

spect was launched in 2004, aimed at having the majority of media organiza-

tions agree on an ethical code of conduct spanning across all kinds of journa-

listic work, and across the institutional borders between journalists, media 

owners, distributors, NGOs, etc.  

These three objectives, and the various projects and events that came out 

of them, all had their transnational connections and could be seen as in-

stances of governance with a global dimension attached to it: financing by 

foreign institutions; involvement of expertise from abroad; and discussion 

references to international obligations, international standards, foreign con-

stitutions, supranational courts, etc. Together they could also be said to form 

a broad approach to the professionalization of journalism, as ―profession‖ is 

commonly regarded by scholars as consisting mainly of the three pillars of 

legislation, organization, and code of conduct (see, e.g., Abbott 1988). 

One conclusion that can be drawn from the conference and courses ac-

counted for in this chapter is that protection from physical harm works better 

in a transnational context as exemplified by the safety course, than protec-

tion from legal damage in a geographically situated one, exemplified by the 

course for judges. The course for judges, as well as the other conferences 

and seminars I have been referring to, were focused on strictly local or na-

tional matters, even if references were made to concepts such as ―interna-
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tional standards,‖ and even if the gatherings included guests from other 

countries and dealt specifically with institutions such as the European Court 

of Human Rights. The way the discussions developed reveals how proble-

matic the issue of protection becomes as soon as one starts talking about 

what the current media looks like in reality, and how some journalists actual-

ly carry out their work. Many examples of unethical behavior among jour-

nalists were thrown in during talks to counter references to the ―thin‖ prin-

ciples of freedom of expression, and the right to free access to information.  

The safety course in Sinaia, on the other hand, operated with an under-

standing of journalism basically stripped of its political, historical and social 

dimensions. Protection was linked to conflict areas in various places across 

the world, and the focus of the course was set on the individual journalist‘s 

ability to protect him- or herself, leaving aside whatever political connota-

tions these conflicts entailed. A perceived state of unpredictable violence 

caused by terrorism and the immediate chaotic environment of war zones 

called for response. During the course, this came in the form of a rational 

and technical approach to handling threatening situations. Produced in the 

midst of it was a de-politicized official professionality, a ―clean‖ image of 

journalism, which gave the participants of the course the possibility to iden-

tify themselves with journalistic work beyond the trivialities of the office. 
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7. Transnational Journalism 

My primary question in this thesis is how journalism is constructed and 

made meaningful in a transnational context, and I have explored this by tak-

ing a closer look at the development of journalism in post-Cold War Roma-

nia. I have addressed how journalists in Romania conceptualized their work 

at the time of my stay. As a professional group, they remained fragmented 

and heterogeneous, and one reason for this was the power exercised by the 

Romanian Press Club. In Chapter 3, which dealt with the Free Press House, 

the ―myth of the mediated center‖ (Couldry 2005)132 can be seen as com-

bined with the ―myth of the concrete‖ (Holston 1989): the building exempli-

fies the enormous proportions the belief in the central role of the media can 

take under a totalitarian state ideology. Even if the design of the building 

belongs to a by-gone era in Romanian public life, journalistic labor in the 

building around the year 2002 included some of that era‘s particular form of 

―dealing with events,‖ albeit now with a different set of taboo subjects and 

different loyalties that journalists need to take into account before going 

public with their stories. The Romanian Press Club appears as one of the 

main institutional bodies by which this standard was set. The portraits of 

journalists in Chapter 4 presented further material in this respect, but it also 

revealed that journalists had different motives for doing what they were 

doing, and that corruption was a recurrent phenomenon even among the 

journalists‘ ranks. 

I have also shown how domestic NGOs were attempting to professional-

ize the journalistic field in various ways, for example by strengthening jour-

nalists‘ sense of collective interests, and by trying to influence legislative 

processes to reform laws connected to journalistic work. The intertwinement 

of the Romanian NGO sector with a wide range of transnationally active 

organizations reveals that the conditions for journalistic work in contempo-

rary Romania is a concern not only for Romanian authorities, media players, 

                                                      
132 See Chapter 1, p. 34. 
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citizens, and activists, but for actors beyond the Romanian national border as 

well. 

In Chapters 1 and 2, I used a particular report issued by Reporters With-

out Borders to illustrate this. The report was linked to the Romanian NGO 

Media Monitoring Agency that I had studied, and to Reporters Without Bor-

ders‘ local correspondent whom I had interviewed. My concern was not pri-

marily with the impact of the report on domestic political discourse, but with 

its implicit claims to universal validity, and the model of journalism it built 

upon. Another reason for focusing more closely on this particular report was 

Reporters Without Borders‘ intricate connections to news media through its 

worldwide membership organization, based on a network of practicing jour-

nalists in news offices around the world. This places Reporters Without Bor-

ders within a ―global apparatus of professional organizations‖ that supplies 

ideological support for journalists‘ professional human rights (Hasty 2006). 

It also makes the organization an important part of what I have called a 

global media development discourse, emphasizing the norm-giving implica-

tion of the report and similar kinds of accounts of the situation in Romania. 

Like several other organizations, Reporters Without Borders delivered a 

call for protection of journalists in Romania—in both legal and physical 

terms. A central aim throughout the thesis has been to put this call in relation 

to the reality it speaks of, and to put it in perspective; to try and understand it 

in ways that are linked not only to Romania but to an interconnected world 

as a whole; to understand it in terms of the way it addressed concrete issues 

of journalism in Romania while at the same time functioning as a discursive 

act with the potential of strengthening the idea of journalism as grounded on 

universal principles. 

Ideals and ―actually existing journalism‖ 

The transnational dimension of journalism in Romania comes in many 

forms. NGO activist Monica Macovei‘s address to the judges during the 

course she led, about paying attention to ―international obligations‖ when 

journalists are put to trial, was a direct reference to laws formulated outside 

of the Romanian jurisdiction and partly beyond domestic political context. 

The Romanian Press Club‘s formulation of a code of ethics for journalists, 

modeled on codes of West European journalist organizations, indicates the 

weight the board members put on a Western link in their attempts to claim 

their authority on journalistic matters, regardless of the fact that they did not 
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bother to organize any means by which the code could be put to use. Fur-

thermore, journalists‘ experiences from educational programs abroad, or 

through teaching sessions in Romania with foreign teachers, as well as curri-

culum development along Western principles at journalism schools, shows 

that journalistic skills are developed partly by drawing on traditions, compe-

tencies, and resources from abroad. 

Yet the final ethnographic piece in Chapter 6 reveals how difficult it was 

for Monica Macovei to convince judges in local magistrates of the need to 

protect journalists by having their behavior brought up in court evaluated not 

by reference to Romanian law, but to the European Court of Human Rights. 

The reasons for the reluctance of the judges to grant the journalists this bene-

fit was that they did not find journalists to be worthy of it. To the judges, 

there was a discrepancy between the ideal principles brought up by Monica 

and what can be called ―actually existing journalism‖ as they encountered it 

through the trials they were set to deal with in court.  

In the case of the Romanian Press Club, the transnational issue is one of 

irony. That is to say, the way many of the board members organized journa-

listic work in their respective news environments did not correspond with the 

ideals of a democratic and open society, and for this the club had been con-

demned by the International Federation of Journalists. Freedom of expres-

sion was, in a manner of speaking, ―hijacked‖ to create and protect enclaves 

of business-oriented spheres, rather than contributing to rational deliberation 

and the building of public opinion on a wider societal scale. In terms of 

business, however, the activities pursued by several of the board members 

corresponded with the western capitalist value concerning the freedom to 

establish and run a media company. The irony lies in the sense that these 

seemingly contradictory aspects can both be linked to the influx of western 

values into the post-socialist Romanian public culture (Nicholson 2006; Ber-

ry 2005).  

Furthermore, when it comes to journalists having undergone education 

abroad, the case of Simona (in Chapter 4) reveals that some of the media 

development initiatives available to Romania were of meager quality. To 

have an investigative journalist with one of the largest national dailies in 

Romania come to the USA to do ―gardening things,‖ as Simona put it her-

self, appears at least to have been a case of money spent unwisely. 

A global media development discourse focusing on the need to protect 

journalists from legal and physical harm thus becomes a complicated matter 

when brought to bear on real circumstances on the ground. Not least does it 
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stand in contrast to how journalism is carried out by some of its practioners 

in Romania, as journalists do not always behave in ways prescribed by a 

universal norm. Besides sheer corruption, some journalists were more politi-

cally driven than allowed for by the norm connected to objective reporting. 

This was not merely a question of education, however, since some journal-

ists who spoke with me were in fact rejecting objective reporting in favor of 

a more engaged kind of journalism which they believed was necessary under 

the given circumstances. 

No sharp boundaries 

Reporters Without Borders tended to put a lot of blame for the situation of 

unfree media on the current government, which at the time was reasonable 

given the way the PSD-led Romanian government had taken steps to in-

crease its control over the state-run mass media. Yet the image of danger and 

risk constructed through the organization‘s report was something few jour-

nalists I interviewed could identify with.  

Within media development discourse, there is also a tendency to distin-

guish between the journalistic sphere, the NGO community, and the state in 

ways that did not always correspond with reality. I have demonstrated in 

several ways how the boundary between state and NGO is sometimes not so 

sharp, and that in some cases one can conclude that the state appears to need 

NGOs in order to carry out work. Representatives of the two sectors regular-

ly entered collaborative work which blurred the boundary between them (as 

in the organization of the courses for judges on the routines of the European 

Court of Human Rights). 

In Chapter 6, I also showed that protection has become a business by ac-

counting for a safety course for journalists, designed by a British security 

company working worldwide, and set in a context where several other inter-

national organizations were putting their different objectives in circulation. 

The business side was also touched upon in the ethnography of a working 

day of NGO leader Mircea Toma, which revealed a complex communica-

tional and informational landscape. Part of running an NGO in today‘s Ro-

mania involves having or developing competencies that can deal with this 

landscape in ways that continuously generates new projects and new fund-

ing, and on both a domestic and a transnational level. This means being able 

to construct messages in appealing ways. One conclusion is that the cam-
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paigning toward protection of journalists appeared to be based on a slightly 

essentialized and dramatized account of the reality of journalistic work. 

Global death watch 

Reporters Without Borders was not alone in addressing the safety of journal-

ists in Romania, or in other parts of the world more generally, in the way it 

did. Some of the organizations I mentioned in Chapter 2 have been publish-

ing, and continue to publish, reports on the current state of journalism in 

Romania, often as part of more thorough reports that concern all or most 

countries in the world. Reporters Without Borders issue its yearly publica-

tion ―Worldwide Press Freedom Index,‖ the International Press Institute has 

its ―World Press Freedom Review,‖ the World Association of Newspapers 

publishes its ―World Press Trends,‖ and the U.S. International Research and 

Exchanges Board provides its ―Media Sustainability Index,‖ to offer a few 

examples. These publications usually contain brief summaries of the year‘s 

most important events, current trends, and evaluations, along with statistical 

figures about harassed, killed, and sued journalists. 

New organizations and reports of this kind are continuously launched, and 

the emphasis on the individual journalist‘s physical safety is a central theme. 

Two of the more recent ones are the Press Emblem Campaign and the Inter-

national News Safety Institute.133 These organizations are concerned specifi-

cally with the safety of journalists on a broad geographical scale. Informa-

tion on up-coming safety courses for journalists are a click away on their 

web pages, and a feature of the pages is a ―media ticking clock,‖ making its 

appearance on the main sites, and showing in real time the number of killed 

journalists across the world. Other organizations have similar monitoring 

devices displayed on their website: a ―barometer‖ (Reporters Without Bor-

ders) or a ―death watch‖ (International Press Institute), for example.  

Speaking with Benedict Anderson (1991), these barometers constitute a 

form of ―simultaneity device,‖ connecting people across the world who have 

little in common with each other except their professional occupation. Fur-

thermore, the devices are significant in contributing to the creation of an 

image of a continuous situation of danger and emergency that journalists are 

set to work in. 

                                                      
133 See www.pressemblem.ch, and www.newssafety.org (accessed 2009-12-08).  
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An interesting event in this area from a Romanian perspective happened 

in 2007, when Romanian businessman Sorin Ovidiu Vîntu registered his 

Vîntu Foundation in Brussels. As I have mentioned, Vîntu is one of the big-

gest investors and most powerful media players in Romania. He owns sever-

al TV channels and newspapers including, for example, the Academia 

Caţavencu Group where Mircea Toma operates his journalistic activity 

(Vîntu—the only taboo subject at Caţavencu, as Mircea expressed it during 

the course for judges). Vîntu is a highly controversial figure in Romanian 

public life. In 2007 he was under investigation for suspected financial frauds, 

charged with having robbed the nation‘s savings fund, which had put many 

Romanian families in precarious economic situations. He had been convicted 

to two years in prison, but the Court of Appeal finally closed the case (in 

2009) after the statute of limitations had reached its limits.  

The Vîntu Foundation was created to promote ―excellency in education 

and journalism.‖ Its main objective is to support families of journalists and 

media staff who were killed because of their work. To administer this objec-

tive, Vîntu negotiated an agreement with the head of the International Feder-

ation of Journalists, and Vîntu‘s ―programme for humanitarian assistance‖ is 

now running under the auspicies of the federation. In 2009, the program 

came to include a special ―media victims support committee‖ working 

worldwide. On the 2007 World Press Freedom Day, the foundation provided 

its first financial aid to ten families of ―journalists victims of intolerance.‖ 

The recipients came from countries in Africa, South America, and Asia.   

To Romanian journalists who spoke with me about the foundation, it was 

clear that Vîntu was trying to restore his reputation after years of figuring in 

the Romanian mass media as a criminal, and they were quite surprised to see 

that the International Federation of Journalists had entered into a collabora-

tion with him. Regardless of his purposes, and the reasons behind the Inter-

national Federation of Journalists‘  interest, the case has a tinge of irony in a 

similar manner as that of the Romanian Press Club: by establishing the 

foundation, Vîntu connected his name to a global discourse centering on the 

need to protect journalists from physical harm, while journalists working in 

some of Vîntu‘s media companies in Romania are socialized into acknowl-

edging that there are limits to the freedom of reporting. 
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Public matters in the Romanian context 

Two conferences marked the end of my field stay in Bucharest, and they 

epitomized what I had increasingly come to think of at that point as a fairly 

clear division between two groups struggling to gain authority on matters of 

the Romanian mass media, and trying in various ways to be in the good 

graces of the journalists, even if just on paper: the Romanian Press Club and 

the NGO sector as represented by Media Monitoring Agency and the Center 

for Independent Journalism. The conferences took place merely two days 

apart, and they were basically separated in terms of participation. Among 

other things, the conferences indicated that the current informational and 

communicational order could trigger reaction in ways reminiscent of the 

NWICO debate from the 1970s and 80s that I described in Chapter 2. 

This was especially the case with the first conference, organized by the 

Romanian Press Club in collaboration with the Romanian Ministry of Public 

Information.134 It gathered media owners and executives, politicians (mainly 

from the ruling party PSD), and journalists from Romania and countries in 

the Southeast Europe region. Guests were invited from Albania, Bulgaria, 

Croatia, and Turkey. There were no guests from Western Europe or the 

USA, nor from international NGOs. The title of the conference—Balkan 

Press Forum—was supposed to draw attention to the shared cultural and 

historical background of the nations represented. A specific topic concerned 

the possible creation of a so-called Balkan Press Agency, meant to supply 

information to domestic mass media about current affairs in countries in the 

region. A recurrent theme during the speeches was the need for both the 

media and the political power to take care of the national interest, and sever-

al speakers expressed doubts about ―European identity‖ as part of the self-

image of countries in the region.  

The Balkan Press Agency project was a response to what was perceived 

among Romanian Press Club members and others as shortcomings of inter-

national news agencies, and misrepresentations of the situation in the Balkan 

or southeast European countries. The news material stemming from interna-

tional news media was sometimes seen as producing not only unfair repre-

sentations, but also too little material from countries in the region. The estab-

lishment of an intra-regional news agency, it was argued, would balance this 

news production deficit by the big international agencies. Part of the project 

                                                      
134 Octavian Ştireanu, figuring in Chapter 3, was among the main speakers. 
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was also to launch a specific transnational publication dealing with regional 

political matters. 

With the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mircea Geoanǎ, side by side with 

media businessmen and some of the board members of the Romanian Press 

Club, the people who made up the Balkan Press Forum formed something of 

a ―strong public,‖ to use Nancy Fraser‘s expression (2007). It was strong in 

the sense that some of the people who had gathered were in the position of 

generating binding laws, and in the sense that they were maintaining control 

over most mass media institutions, especially those with the widest reach 

such as the state-owned public service radio and television. 

The second conference was organized by the Center for Independent 

Journalism, the Media Monitoring Agency, and a few other domestic NGOs 

working on pro-democracy and human rights issues. The main topic of dis-

cussion was a draft law on free access to information that was on its way to 

the political chambers, and the speeches centered on issues such as the cul-

ture of non-transparency within the Romanian public administration, 

processes of implementation of laws connected to the mass media, and the 

work of journalists in relation to these issues. The prospect of Romania be-

coming a member of the European Union within a few years framed the 

conference in a positive yet somewhat tense manner, given the existing polit-

ical order.135 NGO representatives, journalists, and politicians (mainly from 

oppositional parties) were present, and two international NGOs working in 

these fields were invited to lead the discussions: Statewatch and Article19.136 

References to particular Romanian national interests were made merely in 

terms of having national law and administrative culture aligned with interna-

tional or European standards. Lacking the institutional and political force 

connected to the Balkan Press Forum, the conference organized by the Cen-

ter for Independent Journalism and the Media Monitoring Agency can to 

some extent be understood as an expression of the ―weak public of civil so-

ciety‖ (Fraser op.cit). Placed within a wider transnational network, however, 

and due to its specific connections to influential organizations working 

                                                      
135 The PSD-led government had recently made changes in the administration of the public 
television and radio, and of the state-owned distribution company Rompres, revealing a 
tendency of the government to increase its power over these institutions (see Chapter 1). 
136 Statewatch is a London-based international NGO, founded in 1991, and comprises a 
network of lawyers, journalists, academics, and community activists. It provides services to 
civil society groups in Europe concerning civil liberties, and encourages openness and 
accountability in the field of state and justice (see www.statewatch.org). Article19, also 
London-based, has worked in the field of freedom of expression since 1987. It provides 
expertise on ―international human rights standards‖ (www.article19.org). 
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worldwide, the groups gathered at the conference had a certain power that 

went beyond that of the current Romanian government and the Romanian 

Press Club. With EU membership approaching, the transnational governance 

this particular conference exemplified, was likely to become even more in-

fluential. 

National interest in a changing media landscape 

The two conferences, their respective constellations of people, and the issues 

they focused on can be understood against the background of the reconfigu-

ration of Romanian national sentiments and identity since 1989. Analyzing 

accounts in a variety of Romanian newspapers and journals, Katherine Ver-

dery shows how a political discourse during the first half of the 1990s came 

to center around notions such as ―democracy,‖ ―civil society,‖ and ―Europe‖ 

(Verdery 1996: 105). These symbols were deployed as having moral signi-

ficance, generating a certain discourse about the fate and future of Romania. 

―Nation‖ was the most overarching and strongest symbol of them all. Taking 

into account the way leader of the Communist Party Nicolae Ceauşescu had 

been overusing ―nation‖ throughout his rule, it seemed logical, Verdery sug-

gests, that anti-communists right after the changes in December 1989 would 

have been successful in using the rhetoric of democracy and civil society to 

empower themselves toward voters. But the new political elite gathered 

around President Ion Iliescu showed that values connected to Europe could 

also be ―unpatriotic‖ and not sufficiently concerned with Romanian interests. 

This had its real explanations, connected to how people especially in the 

rural parts of Romania had understood Europeanization in terms of changing 

their communities in ways that would not be for their benefit. At the same 

time, these sentiments were cautiously used by the new political elite to legi-

timize its own position. During the first years of the 1990s, it had the na-

tionwide radio and television firmly at its disposal to do so (cf. Gallagher 

2000).  

Ten years after Verdery‘s study, the power of the media as private busi-

ness had grown significantly, and new media technologies had changed the 

media landscape. The state was no longer the sole provider of news and in-

formation in the rural areas, although its airwave mass media remained the 

largest in terms of coverage. The Internet was still mainly a facility tied to 

urban areas, but it was likely to soon become part of everyday life in the 

country more generally. The relationship between the large number of voters 
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in the provincial parts of the country, on the one hand, and the government, 

on the other—linked by communications technologies—was thus no longer 

what it used to be. 

To repeat, the transnational connections dimension tied to journalism and 

the mass media in Romania comes in many forms. Sorin Ovidiu Vîntu‘s 

activity in a global field of journalist safety activism brought him together 

with the world‘s largest organization for the administration and protection of 

journalists‘ collective interests, and their mutual humanitarian program cor-

responded with a moral economy that went beyond the borders of nation-

states. The Balkan Press Agency project, taking place five years earlier, was 

conditioned by the changing structural preconditions of the Romanian public 

sphere, and drew together the current political elite with some of the influen-

tial private media players in Romania. The national interest card was used in 

this setting, complicated by the fact that the discussions during the confe-

rence concerned how to deal with cross-national flows of information, and 

by the fact that behind some of the media executives and editors present at 

the conference were foreign media conglomerates with headquarters in Ger-

many.  

 

By way of conclusion, I now want to turn focus on another aspect of the 

transnationally connected media and journalism in Romania after 1989, 

which involves narrowing things down to a more individual level. This 

brings me back to the Reporters Without Borders report with which I opened 

this thesis, since it concerns the Romanian journalist Ştefan Cândea who is 

the one who arranged the organization‘s visit, and who was at that point the 

organization‘s local correspondent.  

Years of development and monitoring activities directed to Romania from 

a variety of foreign organizations has facilitated a niche for transnational 

journalism, and Ştefan is one journalist who has made some use of this. As a 

kind of journalism situated conceptually between NGO activism and more 

traditional journalism, I see Ştefan‘s work and the journalist identity he ex-

emplifies as a product both of the Romanian post-1989 context and the more 

abstract one connected to a global media development discourse.137 

                                                      
137 The material is based on a series of interviews I undertook with Ştefan between 2007 and 
2010. 
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Journalists crossing borders 

Set apart from the activities and discussions that went on during the two 

conferences in October 2002, Ştefan and his colleagues were taking further 

steps toward establishing more firmly their Romanian Center for Investiga-

tive Journalism: building networks with people from countries in the region, 

with journalists in Western Europe and North America, and with internation-

al organizations, through which they would be able to carry out investigative 

journalistic work on both domestic and transnational levels. Ştefan was 

working for a Romanian national tabloid at the time and had recently expe-

rienced problems when certain investigations of his yielded material that was 

damaging to his superior—a board member of the Romanian Press Club. 

Later, in December 2002, he would finish working for this particular tabloid, 

and upon quitting he would find it more and more difficult to publish in Ro-

manian mass media. What he and his colleagues were up to could be said to 

go beyond both of the conferences, in the sense that they were not willing to 

wait around for better times, but instead took measures to establish other 

means of getting published.  

The Romanian Center for Investigative Journalism (RCIJ) was estab-

lished in 2001. Similar organizations had been launched in other countries 

throughout the world, and in 2003 the members of RCIJ participated in 

bringing some of them together in the Global Investigative Journalism Net-

work. The network expanded quickly to include members from across the 

world.138 Since the launching, the members of RCIJ have carried out a num-

ber of projects financed by foreign donors such as the European Union, 

American USAID, the Danish development agency DANIDA, and the Brit-

ish NGO International War and Peace Reporting. Much of the work has been 

collaborative, connecting journalists across national borders in the region 

and beyond, and consisting of investigative journalistic reports on issues 

with a transnational character, such as human trafficking, organized crime, 

international arms smuggling, environmental destruction, and national bor-

der and customs issues.  

For example, an early series of articles about Romania‘s border between 

the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine—that is to say, what was to become 

the European Union‘s outer eastern border in January 2007—was carried out 

as a joint project by journalists from these countries and coordinated by Da-

nish journalists connected to the network and who also supplied the financial 

                                                      
138 See www.globalinvestigativejournalism.org. 
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platform.139 The articles focused mainly on smuggling and presented material 

on how border personnel were involved in networks of criminal activities. 

More recently, members of RCIJ worked together with journalists from 

Bulgaria, Albania and Bosnia-Hercegovina in a project titled ―Power Bro-

kers‖ which concerned a massive energy crisis that caused severe power 

outages in villages in the region. The work revealed questionable business 

operations bringing huge profits to power traders while resulting in increased 

electricity rates that impoverished citizens had difficulties in handling.140 

Texts produced through these kinds of projects have been published on 

the Internet, through various kinds of reports, in Romanian newspapers or 

other media outlets, in newspapers of other countries in the region, and in 

Western European ones. A recent piece on the illicit traffic in cigarettes 

serves as an example of this elaborated form of publicity. The project was 

financed by the U.S.-based International Consortium for Investigative Jour-

nalism (ICIJ),141 and the contribution by Ştefan and a group of journalists 

from Romania, Ukraine, and Russia was published on the ICIJ‘s website.142 

At the same time, versions of the text were published in three Romanian 

national newspapers, and one in a local newspaper due to the connection the 

topics had to a city in that region. Furthermore, the group coordinated publi-

cations in six other newspapers in as many countries, including The Guar-

dian (Great Britain), Le Soir (Belgium), and Novaja Gazeta (Russia). A 

shorter version made it out on the world news wire of The Associated Press. 

Alternative means of publicity 

Ştefan and his colleagues exemplify the results of the efforts of foreign de-

velopment ambitions to produce skilled investigative journalists in the East 

European region able to take on both domestic and international assign-

ments, to put pressure on local governments to fulfill their democratic duties 

                                                      
139 More specifically, the Danes represented SCOOP, a network of journalists in the East and 
Southeastern Europe, founded by and coordinated by the Danish Association of Investigative 
Journalism in collaboration with International Media Support, a Danish NGO. Money for the 
activity came mainly from the Danish Government.  
140 This project was administered by an editor in the USA and SCOOP. It received the ―Glob-
al Shining Light Award‖ in 2007 (see www.gijc2010.ch/en/awards/19-palmares-global-
shining-award). I return to this below. 
141 A branch of the Center for Public Integrity, and a nonprofit organization based in Wash-
ington. Established in 1989, ICIJ produces investigative journalistic work concerning public 
issues both in the United States and around the world. 
142 www.publicintegrity.org/projects/entry/887/ (accessed 2009-12-12). 
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properly, and to share their knowledge about the practicalities of investiga-

tions in journalist schools and in conferences. 

The members of the Romanian Center for Investigative Journalism re-

ceived their training in both Romania and other Western European countries, 

as well as in the USA, and they frequently participate in conferences abroad. 

Several of the educational programs they have been involved in stem from 

the activities of foreign development agencies (both governmental and non-

governmental). Parallel to their journalistic activities at their respective 

workplaces or within the network, furthermore, the members often take 

teaching assignments, through shorter sessions at the Center for Independent 

Journalism in Bucharest, and regularly since 2005 at the journalism faculty 

of the state-run Bucharest University.143 

On the homepage of the Romanian Center for Investigative Journalism, 

where many of the articles that have been produced since the start can be 

accessed, the members make the page visitor aware of the working condi-

tions of journalists in Romania.144 They write that Romanian journalism has a 

problem with credibility due to widespread corruption, and that it happens 

that investigative reports are not published but instead used by editors to 

pursue blackmail against companies or certain individuals. This is not mere-

ly a detached description of the current situation for investigative journalism 

in Romania, but draws on the experiences of several of the members.  

The launching of the Romanian Center for Investigative Journalism can 

thus be seen as an attempt to establish alternative and more secure means of 

publicity, and indirectly as a kind of critique of the existing local conditions 

in Romania. It can be seen as one way of practically reaching beyond the 

local restrictions or obstacles to a wider audience on topics not only of do-

mestic concern, but of transnational ones as well. This is more easily rea-

lized nowadays as a result of recent developments of media technologies. At 

the same time, this kind of publicity is further facilitated by the fact that 

there are foreign financial suppliers interested in the kind of problems and 

phenomena the journalists are exploring. The topics fit a transnational con-

text where large media players have cut down on staff and reduced the num-

                                                      
143 The optional course they have been organizing concerns investigative techniques. 
144 www.old.crji.org (accessed 2009-08-22). 
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bers of permanently hired foreign correspondents, and when less money is 

spent on time-consuming investigations.145 

Writing transnational society 

Vernacular newspapers and other forms of mass media can be seen as preoc-

cupied with ―writing society‖ with a national audience in mind (see, e.g., 

Ståhlberg 2002); producing and transmitting ideas and culture, and compil-

ing stories that in some sense come to draw people together in readerships or 

larger publics. The work by the journalists connected to the Romanian Cen-

ter for Investigative Journalism is in this respect about ―writing transnational 

society.‖ It is a kind of work that deals with issues connecting a plurality of 

locales while at the same time surpassing them across national borders: own-

ers of a power company registered in one country delivering electricity to 

citizens of several other countries, or a tobacco producer shipping cigarettes 

across the world, and negotiating illegal deals with border personal spread 

along trading routes. 

Arguably, there has to be a degree of familiarity among the professionals 

involved in practicing this sort of journalism and facilitating this kind of 

publicity—in the case I exemplify above, those of Albanian, American, Bos-

nian-Hercegovinian, British, Bulgarian, Danish, and Romanian national ori-

gin—if it were to be realistic to set out on such projects in the first place. 

Journalists involved in this kind of collaborative work pursue research in 

disparate places, search archives of various sorts, and interview people in a 

variety of settings. They compile their reports by using the same editing 

software, organize work schedules, and agree on deadlines, etc. This de-

mands another professional terminology, another professional language, and 

a wider repertory of knowledge and skills than those connected to domestic 

conditions, that all participating journalists can more or less agree upon prior 

to setting out on their respective investigations, or work them through as 

their collaboration proceeds. I think it is reasonable to suggest not only that 

the people involved in this kind of activity do share a common terminology, 

but also that there is some sense of community among them. The way many 

of them work together, keep in touch through e-mail, and meet regularly at 

conferences speaks of this.  

                                                      
145 It should be noted, however, that after Romania became a full member of the EU in 2007, 
money for this kind of publicity gradually moved eastward to what was reckoned among 
donors as more troubled areas. 
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If the original intention of Romanian and international NGOs, and of 

funding bodies that supported development activities directed at Romanian 

journalism and the mass media during the 1990s, was about assisting in the 

establishment of journalism as an important part of a democratic Romanian 

public sphere, then one can talk about a by-product here: a kind of transna-

tional journalism where some NGOs and journalists are now working to-

gether across national borders of the region—as well as across the old East-

West divide—toward transnational or transpublic spheres, specifically tar-

geting issues of a transnational character. 

Yet if one takes the perspective of classic public sphere theory, and con-

siders recent discussions about transnationalization of the public sphere, one 

realizes there are problems with the kind of transnational journalism pursued 

here. First, it is difficult to see exactly what kind of public opinion is or may 

be generated through the journalists‘ work—what kind of audience, readers, 

or citizens it involves or speaks to. Second, it is likewise difficult to see ex-

actly who or what institutions are to be held accountable for illegal acts or 

political shortcomings displayed.  

These problems form the basis for ongoing research and debate in a varie-

ty of academic, political and activist circles, which I have exemplified by 

discussing Fraser‘s project of transnationalizing the public sphere (cf., e.g., 

Zelizer and Allan 2002; Eide, Kunelius and Phillips 2008). The role of the 

mass media and the functioning of journalistic work are aspects of larger 

processes involved here, of complex interactions taking place on transna-

tional scales, and in which regulatory capacities of states are challenged by 

deterritorialized forms of governance, involving issues such as accountabili-

ty and responsibility (see Garsten and Boström 2008). Within this context, 

journalism appears as a particular and potentially powerful form of gover-

nance, given its resources to supply texts and images which can shape con-

duct in different ways (Wolfe 2005). This partly explains why journalists 

attracts the attention of representatives of the NGO sphere, business people, 

and state officials, and the two conferences I bring up in this chapter serves 

to illustrate this. 

Emergency, protection, affection 

Moving, finally, slightly beyond this ongoing debate and the problems it 

entails, and coming back to the issue of protection, a feature of the kind of 

transnational journalism pursued by Ştefan and his colleagues is that it is 
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assumed to involve risks and dangers. To illustrate this, I give the example 

of the aforementioned project ―Power Brokers,‖ awarded the first ―Global 

Shining Light Award,‖ introduced at the 2007 Global Investigative Journal-

ism Conference held in Toronto, Canada. This is what the jury declared: 

 

―What set Power Brokers apart [from other submissions to the award] was 
that these stories were written under the harshest conditions in societies 
where access to information is often non-existent and where investigative re-
porters face harassment, imprisonment and even death for simply doing their 
jobs,‖ said Luz Rimban, member of the judging committee . . . According to 
the judges, this award-winning series serves as a model for investigative 
journalism. It demonstrates the power of teamwork in reporting a highly 
complex issue and in piecing together a story using public documents and ex-
tensive interviews in the Balkans and in Europe. It was a risky undertaking 
that scared off other potential team members. ―We were subject to physical 
harassment and threatened with a lawsuit,‖ said Paul Christian Radu, inves-
tigative reporter [founding member of the Romanian Center for Investigative 
Journalism].146 

 

The award was created to recognize and celebrate ―courageous investigative 

journalists and their work,‖ and the quotation from the prize declaration 

turns around concepts such as ―physical harassment,‖ ―threats,‖ ―imprison-

ment,‖ and ―death.‖ It thus gives a characteristic form to the working condi-

tions for journalists, and to the reality which journalists are set to deal with, 

which are similar to other characterizations I have brought up in this thesis, 

for example, those of Reporters Without Borders, the European Parliament, 

and the security company AKE in connection to the safety course in Sinaia. 

It also resembles characterizations of the journalists‘ reality implied or ex-

plicitly stated in the discourse of protection in connection to domestic NGO 

work in Romania (exemplified by the case of the harassed and sued journal-

ist Nicolae in Chapter 4), and to the kind of global safety activism that Sorin 

Ovidiu Vîntu affiliated himself with, as I described above. 

In several different contexts, the safety of the individual journalist is fo-

cused upon in ways that organize attention to social life in a particular way. 

It produces an image of the world as dangerous and risky, as in a state of 

emergency, and as a place where many things that are going on are con-

ceived of as problematic, criminal, and unjust, but where steps to resolve 

them can be taken by securing journalists‘ professional capacity to shed pub-

lic light on them. This, as Craig Calhoun phrases it, ―reflects anxiety in the 

                                                      
146 www.newswire.ca/en/releases/archive/May2007/01/c3277 (accessed 2009-11-10). 
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face of an uncertain world, and a modern faith in the capacity to manage 

problems‖ (Calhoun 2004: 373). Protection, security, safety, etc., are in this 

way woven into a particular social imaginary (Taylor 2002), ―a way of see-

ing the world that fundamentally shapes action in it‖ (Calhoun, op.cit.:374).  

Emanating through alarming reports on media and journalism in certain 

areas across the globe is a moral obligation or legitimate cause for organiza-

tions such as Reporters Without Borders to mobilize and take action since 

they, by international standards, have the competence to supply the needed 

knowledge and expertise. In the perspective of a global project to have the 

whole world aligned with international standards of journalism, Romania 

and its neighboring countries come out in the award declaration, and through 

continuous reports on the current situation by a variety of monitoring organi-

zations, as problems that needs to be addressed and fixed; urgently so be-

cause of the increase in the numbers of physical assaults on journalists. In 

the process, the legitimacy of journalism as a professional endeavor that 

transcends national and cultural borders is discursively strengthened. 

In a world where issues that concern people are increasingly of a transna-

tional character, where the national frame for publicity has been comple-

mented by transnational ones, where the formation of public opinion has 

become more complex, where accountability is increasingly difficult to con-

ceive of, and where there is now great competition concerning dissemination 

of news and information among a variety of actors, the former grounds for 

publicity and journalistic authority tied to the nation has weakened. Refer-

ences to the journalists‘ safety, such as those I have documented in this the-

sis, constitutes a de-politicized claim concerning the legitimacy on the part 

of both the organizations and the journalists, in doing what they are doing—

a claim which is hard to argue against, and easy to identify with, due to its 

connotations to violence.  

The claim can be seen as a way of communicating journalism‘s role and 

authority by using a more affective mode of persuasion. Grounding journal-

ism in this way goes somewhat beyond rationality in Habermas‘s rigid sense, 

but in a transnational context, it appears to be meaningful.  
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