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Abstract: To write about the history of totalitarianism, be it through nonfiction or 
fiction, as I have in my novel Velvet Totalitarianism, means to undertake the task of 
preserving for future generations a cultural memory of social change, of trials and 
tribulations and of unspeakable human suffering. It means to pay homage to those who 
sacrificed, or were sacrificed, by the totalitarian machine. Writing the history of 
totalitarianism is simultaneously a discovery of the suppressed truth; a eulogy to the 
victims; an homage to those who had the courage to fight against it and a cautionary 
tale to those who never want to experience it. 
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Résumé : Écrire sur l’histoire du totalitarisme, que ce soit à travers la non-fiction ou 
la fiction, comme je l’ai fait dans mon roman Velvet Totalitarianism (Totalitarisme de 
velours, 2009), signifie entreprendre la tâche de préserver pour les générations futures 
une mémoire culturelle du changement social, des épreuves et des tribulations et des 
souffrances humaines indescriptibles. Cela signifie rendre hommage à ceux qui ont 
sacrifié, ou ont été sacrifiés, par la machine totalitaire. Écrire l’histoire du totalitarisme 
est simultanément une découverte de la vérité supprimée ; un éloge funèbre aux 
victimes ; un hommage à ceux qui ont eu le courage de la combattre et un récit édifiant 
pour ceux qui ne veulent jamais en faire l’expérience. 
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My first novel, Velvet Totalitarianism, took me about ten years to 

write. It took me so long partly because I wrote this book while also 
teaching literature and philosophy, writing scholarly books and raising a 
family. It took me a long time to write it also because I had to do a lot of 
historical research for it. When one works for so long on one book, the 
interrelated questions of motivation and intended audience become all 
the more relevant. As I was writing Velvet Totalitarianism, I asked myself 
often: why write historical fiction about the Cold War, an era which is now 
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relegated mostly to history books? Why is the history of Romanian 
communism so important to me and whom do I hope to touch in writing 
fiction about it? An anecdote brought these questions into sharper focus. 

Friends of my parents, who have a son who’s not much younger than 
myself, told us that their son recalls only one thing about life under the 
Ceausescu regime in the mid 1980’s, when he was not yet a teenager. Now 
in his thirties, the young man remembers that as a child he frequently had 
to go to bed wearing his hat and coat during the winter, because there was 
no heat or hot water in their apartment. But he can’t recall much else 
about the hardships the Romanian people endured during the Ceausescu 
dictatorship. He knows only indirectly, from older family members and 
from history books, the childhood memories which I can still recall quite 
vividly, and which I wanted to depict for others in my writing. Conditions 
in Romania during the so-called “Epoch of Light” were notoriously 
miserable. People had to wait in long lines for meager supplies of food, 
clothing and household goods. There was limited heat and hot water. By 
the late 1970’s, the Secret Police had installed microphones in virtually 
every home and apartment. The whole population lived in fear. As a 
Romanian citizen said to a French journalist following the fall of the 
Ceausescu regime, “It was a system that didn’t destroy people physically - 
not many were actually killed; but it was a system that condemned us to a 
fight for the lowest possible level of physical and spiritual nourishment. 
Under Ceausescu, some people died violently, but an entire population 
was dying.” Although Velvet Totalitarianism focuses mostly on Romania, 
hundreds of millions of Eastern Europeans led similar lives to the ones I 
describe, struggling daily against poverty, hunger, state indoctrination, 
surveillance, censorship and oppression in post-Stalinist communist 
regimes. In actuality, “velvet” totalitarianism was insidious rather than 
soft and gentle, killing your spirit even when it spared your life. 

It’s one thing to read about the institutions and events that 
characterized life in totalitarian Romania and quite another to have lived 
through them. For my family and I, the events I describe in this novel are 
real. Like everyone else, we were subject to constant state indoctrination. 
Like practically everyone else except for the very privileged, we waited in 
long lines for meager supplies of food and consumer goods. Since my 
father traveled abroad, our apartment was bugged - we discovered hidden 
microphones underneath his desk and inside the heating units - and the 
Securitate followed my parents’ movements. My father worked at the 
Mathematics Institute. His boss was Nicolae Ceausescu’s daughter, Zoe 
Ceausescu, who actually went against some of her father’s policies by 
allowing him to go to scholarly conferences abroad. This rare privilege 
was essential to a mathematician’s - or, for that matter, any intellectual’s 
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- career. Nobody can thrive intellectually without a free exchange of 
information and an awareness of the latest international discoveries in 
one’s field. In spite of Zoe Ceausescu’s umbrage, however, my father was 
accused by the Securitate of being an Israeli spy upon his return from a 
conference in Jerusalem. He was told that he’d no longer be allowed out 
of the country. 

No doubt this individual decision was not really personal. It 
coincided with Ceausescu’s national policy of closing the Iron Curtain, to 
further isolate and control the Romanian people. Fortunately, my father 
obtained permission to attend one last conference, at the Princeton 
Institute of Advanced Studies. He decided to take a chance and defect to 
the United States. Since my mother and I were still in Romania, my family 
struggled to reunite in the United States for nearly two years. Although 
there were precedents for similar immigrations, we lived under the 
rational fear that we might never see each other again. My mother was 
subject to demoralizing Securitate interrogations similar to the ones I 
describe in Velvet Totalitarianism. Yet, as I also depict in the novel, we 
never gave up or lost hope. Several congressmen and human rights 
organizations intervened on our behalf. When I was a few weeks shy of 
my twelfth birthday, we finally joined my father in the United States. 
“Velvet totalitarianism” is a term that has been used to describe the 
constraints imposed upon the expression of liberal values in the Canadian 
and American academia. Just as, conversely, the term “political 
correctness” has been used to indicate that there’s no real freedom of 
expression of conservative values in the academia. 

Indeed, whether or not America has turned out to be the country of 
plentitude and freedom that I dreamed about as a child back in Romania 
is another story. But what remains clear to me is that the systematic state 
repression we lived through in Romania makes whatever’s being criticized 
in Western institutions today, by both the right and the left, pale by 
comparison. The United States certainly lacks the absolute freedom that 
some of its ideologues may rhapsodize about, but what Romanians 
experienced was an absolute lack of freedom, which is far worse. 

In Velvet Totalitarianism I wanted to leave a trace of the scale of 
comparison, of the difference I experienced between the lack of absolute 
freedom here and the lack of any freedom there. As the narrator of my 
novel states at the end, I’m hoping that this description of daily life in 
Romania under the Ceausescu regime will convey to my children and to 
my children’s children - as well as all readers interested in this subject - 
the lost traces of an era in which ordinary people were forced to lead 
extraordinary lives. 

The anecdote my parents told me about the young Romanian who 
couldn’t recall much about the Ceausescu era helped convince me that 
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these traces could, indeed, be lost. Due to the (largely positive) political 
and economic developments during the past 20 years in Eastern Europe 
and the internationalization of American pop culture, today’s children 
and young adults in Romania and other former East Bloc countries 
probably have more in common with their Western counterparts than 
they do with the family members who endured the hardships of 
communist regimes. Many of them know more about Facebook and Lady 
Gaga than about the Ceausescu era or the infamous Romanian 
orphanages. In writing about the communist epoch in Eastern Europe, 
both historians and writers of historical fiction are therefore helping 
preserve cultural memory for future generations of Eastern Europeans as 
well as for Western readers, both of whom are relatively detached from 
these experiences. They have not lived through them. They have no 
recollections that emotionally bond them to this difficult past. In many 
respects, the stark reality of Communist totalitarianism is as foreign to 
new generations of Eastern Europeans as it is to most Westerners. 

To offer one noteworthy example, if one looks at what’s being 
published and read about Romania in the U.S., one is immediately struck 
by the fact that it’s Vlad Tepes’s reign and the horrid yet tantalizing legend 
of Dracula that readers find most intriguing. Few Americans have heard 
of Nicolae Ceausescu and yet fewer know about Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej. 
Yet there’s hardly a teenager in America who hasn’t heard of the Twilight 
series; there’s hardly a bookstore in the country that doesn’t sell Anne 
Rice’s vampire novels or Elizabeth Kostova’s erudite rendition of the 
Dracula myth, the international best-seller The Historian. Why the 
Dracula legend has far more international appeal in the West than 
practically anything else related to Romania is a complex enough question 
to warrant numerous PhD. students, plus the Romanian tourism industry, 
working on it. Whatever the answers to this question might be, what’s 
become clear to me is this: for any author who writes about any OTHER 
aspect of Romanian history than the Vlad Tepes/Dracula legend, the 
challenge becomes, above all, how to make them matter to those who 
haven’t lived through those historical events and thus who have no a priori 
emotional investment in them. 

To begin addressing the question of relevance, I’d like to turn first to 
the nonfiction book that has inspired my novel most: Vladimir 
Tismaneanu’s Stalinism For All Seasons (2003). For anyone interested in 
Romania’s political history during the twentieth-century, Professor 
Tismaneanu’s book is the seminal work on the subject. Clearly written, 
solidly researched, informative and engaging, Stalinism For All Seasons 
can be included among the best works of political history, alongside 
Richard Pipes’ works on Lenin, Robert Conquest’s books on Stalin and 
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Allan Bullock’s studies of Hitler. It covers the evolution of Romanian 
communism from the early twentieth-century, through Gheorghe 
Gheorghiu-Dej’s Stalinist dictatorship and the latter’s strategic detachment 
from Moscow following Stalin’s death, to the dreary Ceausescu years of 
dynastic communism. Without this book, and others like it, younger 
generations of Romanians would grow increasingly disconnected from 
the past that deeply affected their families’ lives, and therefore, indirectly, 
their lives as well. 

To write about the history of totalitarianism, be it through nonfiction 
or fiction, means to undertake the task of preserving for future generations 
a cultural memory of social change, of trials and tribulations and of 
unspeakable human suffering. It means to take on the challenge of bringing 
this past to the attention of those who may not have lived through it, and 
who will not find it automatically relevant to their lives. It means to 
somehow make this strange and alien past matter to them, at least enough 
to awaken their curiosity and open their hearts. It means to pay homage to 
those who sacrificed, or were sacrificed, by the totalitarian machine. 
Writing the history of totalitarianism is therefore simultaneously a 
discovery of the suppressed truth; a eulogy to a difficult cultural past and 
its countless victims; an homage to the people who endured it and to those 
who had the courage to fight against it and a cautionary tale to all those who 
never want to experience it, or to live through it again. In this respect, 
political history and historical fiction serve similar goals and face similar 
challenges. They induce people to care about something that is either 
already behind them and that they may prefer to forget, or about something 
that they’ve never lived through at all. 

By way of contrast to political history, however, historical fiction 
isn’t as closely bound to accuracy or to any kind of objectivity. Of course, 
to write my book I consulted literally dozens of scholarly sources. But 
Velvet totalitarianism is also, above all, a work of mainstream literary 
fiction, to use one of the labels publishers rely on in this country. By this 
I mean that, by way of contrast to pulp fiction, the narrative style and the 
characterizations are as important as the plot and other structural 
elements of the novel. To make the main characters more multi-
dimensional and believable, I relied for inspiration upon memories of my 
childhood and people in my life, especially my parents. But all the real-
life elements of the novel served the function of enhancing and anchoring 
the fiction. The fictional elements, in my mind, were always primary. 

As a work of fiction rather than historiography, Velvet Totalitarianism 
also faces the principal challenge of entertaining potential readers. When 
I was writing this novel, I kept in mind the problem of how to present such 
dreary and disheartening historical information in a way that is 
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informative without becoming didactic, and entertaining without 
trivializing the difficult past I’m trying to describe. I relied in part upon a 
literary precedent, a contemporary American novel I love: Jeffrey’s 
Eugenides’ Middlesex. Eugenides called his novel “a comic epic” (of his 
Greek-American cultural heritage). He went far beyond (and deeper than) 
ethnic humor, since his novel relies upon social and historical research, a 
traditional Aristotelian plot with tragic tension and an interesting twist, 
and characterizations that are plausible, endearing and humorous (also 
inspired in part by his family members). That’s what I tried to do in Velvet 
Totalitarianism as well, only for my Romanian-American heritage, of 
course. 

My novel has been described by critics as historical fiction, a spy 
thriller and a love story. All three descriptions apply equally well, but if I 
had to choose only one label, I’d say that Velvet Totalitarianism is a triple 
love story. First of all, love for two countries: Romania, my country of 
origin and its people, who have suffered a series of terrible governments 
and are struggling to emerge from them and establish a tradition of 
democracy. Simultaneously, love for my host country, the United States, 
the proverbial melting pot with a distinct identity that offers so many 
generations of immigrants the opportunity to flourish. Second, love for 
family, which gives the main characters the resourcefulness and strength 
to survive totalitarian repression. Third, the romantic love stories of 
fallible yet endearing characters who show that it’s our combination of 
faults, neuroses and loyalty to those important to us that make us fully 
human and enable us to enjoy the beauty of life, to survive its hardships 
and to overcome its challenges. 
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