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Abstract 

In this paper I analyze the revival of the Second World War dead in the post-Yugoslav space and 

post-Soviet Moldova. While in post-Yugoslav case the rediscovery of the Second World War 

massacres together with the exhumations and reburials of the forgotten dead took prominence in 

the nationalist politics of in 1990-1991 and later, Moldova presents a different case. Despite the 

centrality of the war commemorations in the state legitimation practices and despite preservation 

of numerous war monuments, the dead of the war did not enter the nationalist ideologies or the 

public discourses which erupted with the fall of the Soviet regime as revived symbolic resources. 

In explaining these differences, I look at specificities of the early nationalist movements, 

historical revisionism, and the role of the church and religion. 
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“We killed the dead, because they kept them alive!”1 

 

“… a monastery or a church of “bones”, in which the names of those cowardly killed will 

be remembered forever. A monastery in which their names will be remembered forever. May 

God rest in peace all those known and unknown!”2 

 

Introduction 

In the previous working-papers I have tried to explain why the Second World War 

commemorations are so central for the newly emerging nation-state in Moldova. I have dealt both 

with agents, spaces and narratives to show that at different scales of analysis and at a diversity of 

commemorative places the war experience and remembrance was appropriated both as a drive of 

symbolic legitimacy for the regime or as means of dealing with the social and economic 

uncertainties, which the fall of the Soviet system has created, for the ordinary people. Meanwhile, 

my attempts to extend the research by finding comparative links with the other contexts - mainly 

post-Yugoslav one, for the purposes of our project - have failed, as it seemed to me that the 

Second World War commemorations and the commemorative stones are not significant and 

central in the same ways for that space as they are for the Moldovan one. But the answer was on 

the other side of the coin. I have realized that to develop a comparative understanding and to 

draw some comparative lines between the two, it is necessary to look beyond the stones. I need to 

see the bones buried underneath. 

Thus, in this paper I attempt to look comparatively at the two cases by examining the 

“resurrection” of the Second World War dead in the post-Yugoslav space and post-Soviet 

Moldova. The task is not a simple one as unfortunately I did not have the possibility to undertake 

some primary research for the post-Yugoslav case and thus have used mainly the secondary 

literature available at the moment, while extending the empirical work and the primary sources 

for the Moldovan case. That is why I prefer to use the general term of “post-Yugoslav”, rather 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
1 An account of one of the witnesses of the destruction of the communist era monuments by a mass grave in Bosnia. 
Citation from Bax, 1997: 11. 
2 From the speech of the bishop of the city of Balti with the occasion of the inauguration of the crucifix at the site of 
a Second World War mass grave in 1992. 
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than choosing a particular case study from the region, and at the same time being aware of the 

shortcomings of such generalizations and the limitations for the conclusions. 

 

Dead bodies as symbolic markers 

There has been an agreement in the recent and not so recent historiography that the dead bodies 

and with them death itself, are charged with a strong symbolic power and so are the rituals related 

to death and dying – mourning and funerary rituals, exhumations and reburials (Hyden 1994; 

Bynum 1995; Verdery 1999). At the same time, in dealing with the traumatizing experiences of 

war or violence, the allegories of overcoming death were employed through various symbolic 

means, especially in the post First and Second World War commemorative art and practices. Jay 

Winter, by analyzing the post First World War paintings of Otto Dix, argues that “the rudiments 

of hope, of aesthetic redemption of the suffering, of resurrection, of transcendence are never far 

from commemorative art of religious inspiration” (Winter 1995: 93). 

The impact of the war experiences and the violent death have been employed by the 

researches of various disciplines to understand the transformations in this region after the 

collapse of the communist regimes (Merridale 1999, 2000; Tumarkin 1994; Vukov 2001-2002). 

Catherine Verdery is encouraging in her widely cited The political life of the dead bodies to look 

to the postsocialist political transformations, nor as a merely technical process. She suggests that 

“something more” should be added and that “includes meanings, feelings, the sacred, ideas of 

morality, the nonrational – all ingredients of “legitimacy” or “regime consolidation” (that dry 

phrase), yet far broader than what analyses employing those terms provide”, i.e. dead bodies 

(Verdery 1999: 25) “A dead body”, Verdery argues, “is meaningful not in itself but through 

culturally established relations to death and through the way a specific dead person’s importance 

is (variously) constructed. Therefore, I turn to the properties of corpses that make them, in Levi-

Strauss’s words, “good to think” as symbols” (Verdery 1999: 25). 

The dead of the wars have being given identities by the survivors and have entered the 

political life in various instances. A group of authors, under the guidance of Lyman L. Johnson, 

analyze the nature of the political regimes in Latin America, by looking at the ways the disputes 

over bodies reflect the disputes about power (Johnson 2004: 23). Catherine Verdery discusses 

how the “rediscoveries of the World War II dead helped to ignite the warfare in 1991, which 
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yielded still other bodies in mass graves, sources of recrimination that fueled the wars further” 

(Verdery 1999: 97). Furthermore, Bette Denich argued that the power of the bodies to re-incite 

violence in later generations, has been proved by the discovery of the hidden gave sites in the 

atmosphere of nationalist revival by referring to the Yugoslav case. These bodies are not anymore 

“individual human beings mourned by those who remembered them”, but they have been 

transformed into “symbols to incite reprisals and justify aggression on the part of strangers whose 

emotions were stirred as members of the same ethnic community or nations” (Denich 1994: 383). 

From this perspective, the dead bodies are regarded as powerful symbolic processes which 

mediate or communicate the ideological initiatives of the leaders to the public (masses) “invoking 

them to think, feel and act collectively according to its premises” (Denich 1994: 369). In the 

same line, Robert M. Hyden asserts “that one of the most potent weapons for building 

nationalism seems to be the uncovering of (semi-)hidden massacres”, by changing the dead into 

martyrs and transforming ritual into political theatre (Hyden 1994: 173). This is the case of post-

Yugoslavia, where the rediscovery of the Second World Wartime massacres together with the 

exhumations and reburials of the forgotten dead took prominence in the nationalist politics of in 

1990-1991 and later. 

However, when one compares the case of Moldova, it will be observed that despite the 

centrality of the war commemorations in the state legitimation practices and despite the numerous 

war monuments, the dead of the war did not enter the nationalist ideologies or the public 

discourses which erupted with the fall of the Soviet regime as revived symbolic resources. 

Though, as everywhere else, mass graves of war atrocities have been discovered and the taboos 

on previous silenced subjects have been lifted, the dead of the Second World War remained in the 

silenced sphere of the public space. No public exhumations or reburials have been carried out. 

This obviously prompts an explanation and before addressing this issue, I will refer first to the 

post-Yugoslav case. 

 

Post-Yugoslav case 

The transformations of the late 1980s in Yugoslavia and the reemergence of nationalist 

discourses witnessed a revival of the Second World War dead. This revival included the 

discovery of the wartime mass graves and the reinhumation of the bodies through widely 
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publicized ceremonies coupled with the revival of the symbolism of genocide (Hyden 1994; 

Verdery 1999), or the destruction on the monuments erected on or near mass graves containing 

bones of contention (Bax 1997). In Bosnia, Mart Bax examines the Serb and Croat communities 

and the destruction of the mass graves as an aspect of ethnic cleansing at the beginning of 1990s. 

He shows that some of the monuments of the communist period are symbolic expression of the 

long term power and dependency relations between Serb power centers and the Croat 

communities dominated by them. In all the cases these emotionally charged sites were blown up 

by small militant groups of Croats shortly after the recent crumbling of the power apparatus, thus 

destroying the last territorial ties and claims of the opponent (Bax 1997: 16). As Bax argues, the 

animosity of the Second World War time had been preserved and regularly nourished by 

collective rituals of remembrance during the Yugoslav period, despite the official communist 

rhetoric (Bax 1997: 12). 

As it has been in the Soviet case, in the post-war communist Yugoslavia silences had been 

imposed on certain aspects and events of the war, mainly including mass violence and inter-

ethnic killings. The commemorative practices did not have any references to the ethnic 

backgrounds by employing general categories such as “the victims of fascism” or “foreign 

occupiers and domestic traitors” and by suppressing individual nationalisms during most of the 

period of the communist rule (Bax 1997; Hyden 1994). However, with the disintegration of 

Yugoslav political order, as Hyden writes, “the mass deaths of World War II, with its victims of 

all ethnicities, its memories lain dormant, its grievances unrequited: these represented a reservoir 

of powerful emotion that could be released in various ways” (Hyden 1994: 383). 

Bette Denich focuses on the symbolic revival of genocide. In an article published in 1994 

the author shows “how the post-Titoist revival of nation-state ideologies was involved with the 

symbolic revivals of both Croatian state and the memory of genocide, but with contrary meanings 

for Serbs and Croats. The “forgotten” burial sites of massacre victims provided a powerful 

reservoir of traumatic memory, subject to manipulation on the part of all who seized the 

“disjunctive moment” to reconstitute the state according to nationalist definitions” (Denich 

1994). To fortify their positions, both Serbian and Croatian nationalists turned to 19th century 

formulations of nationhood, resurrecting the same mutually exclusive formulations that had 

culminated in the fratricides of World War II (Denich 1994: 372). 
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The revival of the war dead in the post-Yugoslav nationalist movements has been 

prompted as well by the intensive historical revision of the Second World War period. This 

included discussions on the precise numbers of the war dead of the each groups, on 

accountability for the mass killings, victimhood or exculpation. In all these debates, the political 

elites which ascended to power had a leading role. Moreover, major religious institutions worked 

together with the secular nationalist elites (Perica 2002: 6). As I will move to the Moldovan case, 

I will show that though the experiences of the war were similar – with divided population 

fighting on opposite sides and later during the Soviet time with numerous dead of repressions, 

deportations, and famine being silenced and though the polarization in the society occurred with 

the nationalist movement at the end of 1980s, the transformations carried different valences. In 

explaining these differences, I look at specificities of the early nationalist movement, some 

aspects of historical revisionism, and the role of the church and religion in commemorating the 

dead of the war. 

 

Post-Soviet Moldova 

In the case of Moldova, the local population was mobilized both in the Romanian and Soviet 

armies. After the armistice of 23 August 1944, when Romania allied with Soviet Union, most of 

the Moldovans enrolled in the Romanian army, were demobilized and sent back to Moldova. 

Most of the soldiers who were identified by the soviet authorities that they served in the 

Romanian or German armies, were sent to provisional concentration camps which were opened 

in Moldova and then sent to other detention places in eastern Russia. There is no estimated 

number of how many Moldovan soldiers who fought in the Romanian army were imprisoned in 

such camps or perished while being imprisoned. There are just scattered accounts of the 

witnesses or the families of the victims. 

In addition there have been numerous dead following the deportations in 1940 after the 

occupation of Moldova by the Soviet authorities, then in 1941 with the retreat to the east on the 

eve of the Romanian-German advancements, and some others in 1946, 1949 and in 1951. It is 

estimated that about 80 000 people have been deported, though the number is imprecise and it is 

exaggerated or reduced depending on the publishing source. However, the famine of 1946-1947 
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claimed most of the victims, with an estimation of up to 200 000 deaths among the local 

population (Solonari 2007). 

During the Soviet period, the number on the losses of the war of the Soviet Union not 

only was concealed, but any research as highly discouraged. If in the immediate years after the 

war the official number ranged around several thousands, by the Gorbachiov era it increased to 

twenty million. Moreover, encoding of ideas of dying and death on the monuments derived from 

allegories of survival and resurrection. It has been widely argued that the socialist monuments 

dedicated to the Second World War and the commemorative practices of the Soviet period did 

not replicate the enormity of death through images of mourning, but expressed the victory and 

survival (Vukov 2001-2002; James 1999; Tumarkin 1994; Merridale 1999, 2000). In an inspiring 

comparative investigation, Nicolai Vukov showed the relationship between death and vitality in 

post Second World War socialist monuments across central and eastern Europe (Vukov 2001-

2002: 257). A particular attention was dedicated to the ways in which death was encoded by 

metaphors of life and regeneration, to the representations of the body in statues and monumental 

ensembles – as dying but victorious, killed but surviving (Vukov 2001-2002). Furthermore, 

monuments did more than simply “commemorate” historic events – death had to be celebrated as 

overcome and defeated, with military parades, manifestations and festive celebrations. The 

totality and enormity of death and pain was mirrored by the totality of the indestructible and 

incorruptible bodies in fight, by the corporeal wholeness they managed to preserve in trials and in 

death. This is why the body of the victor in monuments of the socialist period who literally 

survived death so often cannot be distinguished from the body that died but scored victory over 

death through the legitimacy of ideas (Vukov 2001-2002: 269). On the one hand it is a body, that 

is missing and which the representation aims to make up for, to recreate through visual means. 

On the other hand, we have the body’s exclusive presence in monumental art – a presence, which 

unites the missing body of the dead with the represented bodies of those who fought and who 

survived (Vukov 2001-2002: 268). However, with the end of the 1980s, the graves of the missing 

bodies started to be (re)discovered. 

In 1991 in the city of Balti, second largest city in Moldova, during some reconstruction 

works in one of the residential areas, a mass grave was located. A year later, as the construction 

works were still suspended, an article was published in the local newspaper “Curierul de Nord” 

with the title “Morminte fara cruce” [Graves without crosses], in which the author expressed the 
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indignation about the indifference of the authorities and of the local population to identify the 

victims buried at this site and to place a commemorative cross to their remembrance (Curierul de 

Nord, 28 February 1992). The chief of the local administration lamented that even if they 

contacted the Red Cross, the local veteran’s organization, Russian organization “Pamiati” 

(Memory), no information could be gathered on who were the victims. Moreover, he argued that 

the reconstruction works will continue, and if there will be more graves discovered all the 

remains will be transferred and re-buried in one single mass grave. “It is not our fault”, the 

constructor in-chief said, “that the whole city was built on graves!” (Curierul de Nord, 28 

February 1992). 

At the initiative of this local newspaper and with the help of the elderly people from the 

town it was determined that the grave dated from the period of the Second World War and that 

the remains are of the former prisoners of the two concentration camps which activated in Balti 

between 1944-1946. The camps were under the jurisdiction of the NKVD with the matriculation 

number 103 and according to the preliminary data at least 45 thousand prisoners were held in 

these camps, mainly captured soldiers of Romanian, German, Hungarian, and Italian origin. 

The publication of this article and some others which followed in the next couple of 

months, prompted an unexpected response from the readers. Former prisoners or people related 

with the former prisoners, called or send letters to the newspaper with the stories and memories 

of the concentrations camps. Some were calls inviting the journalists to come and record the 

stories of the survivors, others acknowledging the initiative of the newspaper to identify the 

names of the victims. Yet others, asking help to indentify the burial sites of the lost relatives. 

As it was revealed by these accounts, many of the prisoners were Moldovans – former 

soldiers enrolled in the Romanian army and captured by the soviets upon their return to the home 

places in 1944 after the armistice between Romania and Soviet Union - their families would 

come to visit them in the camp during the war, though the visits were strictly forbidden. Many 

prisoners would escape, but upon the return to the native villages, would have to confront the 

local authorities and depending on the situation, would be escorted back to the camp and then 

sent to the detention places in Russia. In other cases - more fortunate - would be allowed to stay 

with their families under the conditions of obeying the Party and the new authorities. 



New and Ambiguous Nation-Building Processes in South-Eastern Europe 
http://www.oei.fu-berlin.de/en/projekte/nation-building 

 

� 
 �

Some of the stories published in the newspaper were heartbreaking – with accounts of 

survival in inhuman conditions, with recollections of degrading attitudes of the new authorities 

towards the “traitors” of the country, both during the detention and after the release. The stories 

of the witnesses who lived in the vicinity of the camps were published as well. According to one 

of them, those perished were not buried only in common graves nearby the camp, but also in an 

abandoned Jewish cemetery of the city. She recollected that the dead were buried during the 

night, but because the graves were not deep enough, the dogs would spread the bones and the 

parts of the rotting bodies all around. So the locals had to re-bury them and isolate the place from 

the rest of the cemetery (Curierul de Nord, 24 April 1992). Very few documents have been 

preserved about the activities of these camps in the archives and the access to those existing is 

limited. One of the few images with the former prisoners has been published in the local press 

(Photo 1). 

Neither the local authorities, nor the state administration had responded in any way to the 

events in Balti. On 7 May 1992, on the eve of the Victory Day, a crucifix was inaugurated at the 

site of the mass graves (Photo 2). With this occasion, the bishop of Balti declared that “we have 

an unshaken conviction that this wooden crucifix is a sign that in this place will rise […] a 

monastery or a church of “bones”, in which the names of those cowardly killed will be 

remembered forever. A monastery in which their names will be remembered forever. God rest in 

peace all those known and unknown!” (Curierul de Nord, 15 May 1992). There have been some 

brief reports on the inauguration of the crucifix in the republican media or on the national TV 

programs. 

At the same time calls were made to remember the Romanian soldiers, together with the 

other victims of the Communist regime (e.g. deportations, famine). According to the statistical 

data provided by the National Office for Heroes Cult of Romania, there are 290 Romanian 

military cemeteries or common greaves and inhumations on the territory of Republic of Moldova. 

It has been estimated that more than 6.700 soldiers of the Romanian Army are buried in these 

spaces. During the war in the period of Romanian government (1941-1944) the cemeteries were 

under the care of the local communities and churches and the commemorative day was on “Ziua 

Inaltarii Domnului”. During the Soviet period these commemorative spaces, with few exceptions, 

were either destroyed or desecrated either through building pig farms (Tiganca), or cattle stables 

(Micleuseni), or residences (Floresti). The few exceptions were in the cases where the soldiers 
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were buried in the local cemeteries and thus where preserved by the local communities (Sociteni). 

With the fall of the Soviet Union, there have been calls to dissociate the memory and the politics, 

in an attempt to remember the dead of the other side, meaning those who fought on the side of the 

Romanian or German army. At the beginning of the 1990s these calls were expressed mainly by 

the communities which had nearby a military cemetery (Vatra, 22 June 1992). The first steps 

were taken in 1993 with the law which equalized in rights all the veterans of war, regardless in 

which army they fought. Also, foreign organizations, especially from Germany and Romania, 

started an intensive work to identify the inhumations and to re-establish the former 

commemorative spaces (Buga 2005: 8-18). Similar efforts were carried out to identify the victims 

of concentrations cams, deportation or famine. In these cases, the initiatives were coming from 

the local communities or NGOs. 

As discussed in the paper in the symbolic appropriation of war monuments, the 

identification of the “anonymous dead” and naming the “unknown soldier” is an act of 

“resurrection” in itself. It is a way of “returning” the dead and the lost ones back home. This 

practice is not limited only to the architectural changes in the monumental spaces and not only to 

the fallen soldiers in the war. The publication of the memory books with the names of the victims 

of the concentrations camps, deportations, or famine is another exemplification of a similar 

practice. Or, as it is shown in N. Vukov’s paper on genealogies, the search for the lost relatives 

and family members are directly connected with the motif of death. The identification of a close 

kin is actually a meeting and “resurrection” of an already dead relative (Vukov 2005). One of the 

most popular TV programs in Russia and the former Soviet states, is called “Wait for me”. There 

are almost three thousand volunteers helping people to find their relatives, family members, 

friends lost in different periods of time. There are as well non-governmental organizations 

searching for the victims of the former political regimes and lost in the war. The most famous one 

is the NGO “Memorial” founded at the end of 1980s in Russia. 

 

One of the first explanations for the fact that the war dead have not been employed as symbolic 

references in the nationalist claims in Moldova is revealed by the relation of the emerging elites 

to the previous system. The end of the 1980s was marked by the crystallization of the nationalist 

movement dominated by pro-Romanian groups, which requested the return to the Romanian 
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identity of Moldova and its population. As a result, in 1989 the Latin alphabet was introduced 

and 31 august was declared national holiday – Our Language Day. Although this movement had 

a pro-Romanian character and was requesting the independence of Moldova, for the wider 

masses it did not have a clearly defined anti-Soviet character. For example, the first public 

meetings took place in front of the Lenin’s monument in Chisinau, which was removed only in 

1991. Moreover, during the 1 May 1990 defilation, the banners were written with the Latin 

alphabet, although resembling the Soviet slogans (Photo 3). 

The first signs of the opposition to the Soviet system were more clearly stated when it 

came to the recruits’ incorporation in the Soviet army (Reese 2000: 175-176). In 1989, the first 

calls were heard for nationalities to serve only in their homelands or to be granted alternative 

forms of local service. Because of the legislative void between the declaration of sovereignty of 

the Soviet Moldova (23 June 1990) and the declaration of independence (27 August 1991), some 

17.500 men were incorporated in the Soviet Army and about 140 Moldovan soldiers were killed 

or dyed during the military service in the period from 1989 to 1991. Also, because of the so-

called “Tbilisi syndrome” following the intervention of the military units to disperse the political 

meetings in Tbilisi (9 April 1989), Baku (January 1990) and Vilnus (January 1991), the popular 

perception was the that the militaries are against the transformations taking place in the Soviet 

states (see Taylor, 2003). This created an opposition of the soldiers and their families, who 

refused to consent the further recruitment in the Soviet Army. Most of the protesters declared to 

“refuse to dye anymore for the imperialist army”, referring to the Soviet Army (reference to the 

photo needed). In 1990, the President of the Moldovan SSR passed a decree stating that 

Moldovan men could only be called to service in the Soviet Armed Forces if the individual man 

applied for conscription in writing and had the written permission of his parents. However, this 

decree was not implemented by the local military commissariats and there have been reported 

cases when the families of the young men which refused to enroll would be threatened with 

imprisonment from 3 to 5 years (Sfatul Tarii, 27 June 1991). Only in June 1991, did the 

Moldovan government pass a decision which allowed the recruitment of the Moldovan militaries 

in the Soviet Army, but only in the military units which were on the territory of Moldova (Sfatul 

Tarii, 27 July 1991). 

The situation radicalized considerably in March 1992, when a military conflict escalated 

between the Russian militaries deployed in Transnistria (14th Army) and the Moldovan police. 
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The conflict lasted until summer 1992, when a peace agreement was signed in Moscow, which 

stopped the military actions, but left the status of the region unsolved. Although Russia had 

recognized officially the integrity of the Moldovan territory, it continued to support the 

Transnistrian separatist authorities by maintaining the military equipment, as well as by 

providing economic aid and subsidies for the energetic resources (see Crowther 1991, 1997; 

Dima 2001; Fruntasu 2002; Kaufman 1996; King 1994; Lewis 2004). Both the opposition to the 

recruitment in the Soviet army and most significantly the conflict in Transnistria contributed to 

the alteration of the relations between the Moldovan population and the Russian minority. 

On 23 august 1991, following the August 1991 putsch in Moscow, the Moldovan 

Parliament banned the Communist Party. The argumentation for it was that “over the years, the 

Communist party of Moldova, which is a part of the Soviet Communist Party, had an anti-

popular policy. Following utopist purposes, the Communist Party, which usurped the power and 

substituted the state administration and institutions, was the organizer of the repressions and the 

mass deportations, of the forced collectivization, of the planned famine, devaluing and 

systematically destroying the national culture, popular customs and traditions, national 

languages, falsifying the history […]3”. As a consequence the activities of the Communist Party 

were banned and all the property nationalized. However, the party was dissolved only for two 

years. On 22 October 1993 if was formed again with the same name - the Communist Party of 

Moldova, although with a different legal status. As it will be shown in the following sections, the 

party regained its popularity and in 2001 won the Parliamentary elections with 48% of the total 

casted votes. 

In addition, the decision regarding the ban of the Communist Party was followed by 

another one which requested the removal of all the symbols of the Communist propaganda. It 

requested that “all the monuments that are related to the communist ideology and propaganda of a 

pseudo-history of our nation should be removed […]. All the communist names of localities, 

streets, institutions should be changed and adapted to the historical and cultural customs of our 

nation.”4 The text of this decision is vague and it does not refer to any particular names of 

monuments. Thus, the local authorities have interpreted it differently in different regions. As I 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
3 Cited from the Decision of the Moldovan Parliament “On the Communist Party from Moldova”, 23 august 1991. 
4 Cited from the Decision of the Parliament of the Republic of Moldova from 25 august 1991 “On the abolition of the 
consequences of the propaganda of the communist ideology.” 
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have mentioned in the second working paper, these changes, however, did not affect the 

commemorative spaces of the Second World War, in the sense that they were not regarded as 

artifacts of Soviet propaganda as the other monuments. In the first years following the 

independence the Second World War celebrations were reduced in size and the rituals were not 

performed at the same scales as in the previous period. At the same time following the quests to 

recognize the rights of those who fought on the side of the Romanian army during the war, in 

1993 a law was adopted according to which both the veterans of the Romanian and Russian 

armies were equalized in rights. 

Thus, as it can be seen from the examples above, the conceptions about the formation of 

the Moldovan national-state with the fall of the Soviet Union were not placed in complete 

opposition to the previous system. On the contrary the claims for symbolic legitimacy have been 

founded on the recent past, including the period of the Second World War. This also meant that 

the revisionism of the historical accounts of the Second World War implied mainly a 

“decommunization” of the approaches to writing history, rather than an overwhelming debate on 

reconstitution of the past events, as it happened in post-Yugoslav case. The discussions have been 

limited to changing labels form “liberators” into “occupiers”, but with no in depth research of 

such topics as the holocaust in Transnistria, or the concentration camps, or the persecution of the 

collaborators of the one regime or the other. Moreover, the findings of the research on the victims 

of the deportations or famine – which could be referred to as collateral war victims – remained 

confined to the academic circles and did not enter extensively into the public debates. These 

particularities of the historical revisionism in Moldova have led to the almost complete absence 

of claims for accountability for the war time crimes and victims. As it was shown in the case of 

the speech of the bishop of Balti at the inauguration of the crucifix, the emphasis was on 

remembering the dead, not on identifying the perpetrators. 

This leads us to the point where the role of the church comes into the discussion as a 

leading institution which complemented the (official) state commemorations in Moldova. One 

can observe that with the fall of the Soviet system, the official (state) commemorations of the war 

retained some characteristics of the previous period – celebrating the victory over and the 

liberation from the fascists. While the church performed the liturgies to remember the dead. This 

is not a complete “innovation” of the post-Soviet period. As the cooperation with the church 

proved to be convenient for the Soviet authorities during the Second World War, many churches 
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were reopened so that by 1947 the number of churches reached 14.000 (as compared to 200-300 

churches before the war) all over the Soviet Union (Knox 2005). During the war, at the initiative 

of the priests, the locals would rebury the war dead in the local civic cemeteries, as is the 

example of the mass grave of the Romanian soldiers in the village of Sociteni. As one of the 

locals remember, the reinhumation of the soldiers was a great event for the village, where all the 

community participated (Photo 4 and 5). The grave was preserved during the soviet period and it 

is still taken care of by the local community. 

Similarly, the locals were mobilized to bury the fallen soldiers in the battles. All the dead 

– Russians, Romanians, including those from Moldova– were inhumed in two big mass graves 

close to the village of Stroienesti and between the villages of Cania – Iepureni. At the same time 

in Cania had started the construction of a church with the financial support of the local 

community. However the works were stopped with the advancement of the Soviet authorities. In 

1991 the local mayor asked that the local church be considered a necropolis, which would have a 

major role in the commemorations of the dead (Vatra, 22 June 1991). 

Many of the fallen soldiers were (re)bury the dead soldiers in the village cemeteries. This 

implied that those burial places where more ritualized as compared to the military cemeteries 

outside the villages, which in majority of the cases where destroyed by the Soviet authorities. 

Mihai Taranu, a peasant from village of Ursoaia, looked after a grave of unknown Romanian 

soldiers since 1941. He remembers how after a Soviet bombardment of the Romanian troops, 

about 12 or 14 corpses were found close to the train station of his native village. With the help of 

several locals, he organized the burial of the dead in the local cemetery and installed on the grave 

five crosses. During the Soviet period, he continued to take care of the grave, contrary to the 

official ideology which excluded the commemorations of the “enemies”. In 2002 at the Victory 

Day, at the initiative of a local NGO, a commemorative cross was added to those already existing 

by the site of the grave (Telegraf, 3 May 2002). 

Although, by the end of the 1940s the anti-religious campaign was reinforced again, 

Orthodoxy did contribute to the non-state sphere in an informal way, though religious dissent. 

This dissent created a sphere of activity beyond the control of the state (Knox 2005: 42). There 

have been cases during the Soviet time when the church or the monasteries performed services 

for the war dead. Close to the village of Tabara (center of Moldova), in 1995 a Romania military 
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cemetery was restored. In the cemetery were buried the soldiers of the Romanian army which 

fought in march-august 1944, many of them Moldovans. With the help of the local monastery it 

was possible to identify the names of the soldiers as during the Soviet period, though the 

cemetery was destroyed, the nuns preserved the list of the dead and performed liturgies of 

remembrance (PO, 17 July 1995).  

Evidently, only with the fall of the Soviet regime did the church and the religious 

institutions, become the main carrier of the commemorative practices of the war dead. While the 

state authorities still celebrated the liberation from and the victory over fascism, the religious 

practices filled in the void of the uncounted dead. The fallen soldiers of the both armies would be 

remembered together with the victims of deportations and famine. In the village of Varzaresti the 

local authorities adopted a decision by which was decided that the Ascension Day will be the day 

of commemoration of the Romanian soldiers inhumed in a military cemetery close to the village, 

the one hundred villagers who fell during the war and the ten villagers who were deported to 

Siberia and those who died during the famine (Crai Nou, 5 June 1993). In the village of Bacioi in 

the local cemetery a monument was built dedicated to the villagers who died in the Second World 

War, as well as to those who were deported by the Stalinist regimes in 1940 and 1949 (Bastina, 

18 June 1992). 

The Christian religious symbolism called to reconciliation. In the town of Floresti the 

local authorities have taken the decision to built a monument dedicated to the martyrs – victims 

of the political Stalinist debacle. The monument would have been built in the center of the city 

and be composed of two main elements: an arch and a place of mourning were on the plaques 

would have been inscribed “the names of the victims of repressions as well as of those of the 

Second World War from all the communities of our region” as it was described by the chief of 

the local administration. “The arch will be supported by four oxen, which will carry on their 

backs the burden of our people – represented by for columns. The columns will unite on the top 

in an arch on which episodes of the history of Moldova will be inscribed – a symbol of the 

peoples ordeals, calamities, and happiness. On the very top a cross will be placed – sign of the 

Christianity and peacefulness of the Moldovans” (Timpul, 6 July 1991). 

 

Conclusion 
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In this paper I analyzed the revival of the Second World War dead in the post-Yugoslav space 

and post-Soviet Moldova. While in post-Yugoslav case the rediscovery of the Second World War 

massacres together with the exhumations and reburials of the forgotten dead took prominence in 

the nationalist politics of in 1990-1991 and later, Moldova presents a different case. Despite the 

centrality of the war commemorations in the state legitimation practices and despite preservation 

of numerous war monuments, the dead of the war did not enter the nationalist ideologies or the 

public discourses which erupted with the fall of the Soviet regime as revived symbolic resources. 

If in Moldova the history of the Second World War was used as a “Golden Age” for the 

formation of the modern Moldovan national state and the culpable for the mass atrocities 

remained the abstract entity of “the Stalinist Communist Party”, in the post-Yugoslav case the 

war period turned into a resource of historical revisions, ascribing the ethnonational 

categorization to designate the “other” those blamed of the revived dead and war atrocities. 
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Appendixes: 

  

Photo 1: The crucifix installed at the site of the one of the mass graves of the victims of the concentration 

camps in Balti on 7 May 1992. Curierul de Nord, 15 may 1992. 

 

Photo 2: The escort of the prisoners to the one of the concentration camps in Balti. Date unknown. 

Curierul de Nord, 1992. 
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Photo 3: The inscription written in Latin reads “Sa traim, sa muncim si sa invatam in stil 

Leninist!” (Lets live, lets work and lets learn in the Leninist style!), Curierul de Nord, 1992. 

 

Photo 4: Reinhumation of the Romanian soldiers in the village in Sociteni, 1941. Archive of the 

National Office for the Heroes Memory.  
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Photo 5: The mass grave of the Romanian soldiers in the village cemetery in Sociteni, 2008. 

 

  

Photo 6: The Project of the Monument dedicated to the victims of Stalinism in the town of 

Floresti. Published in Timpul, 6 July 1991. 


