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Culture and propaganda in  

Romanian-Soviet relations 1945-1965 

 

Summary 

 

The war in Ukraine has brought the soft power strategies of the Kremlin propaganda 

machine back into the public spotlight. According to new research, in recent decades 

Moscow has initiated a new cultural imperialism, a propaganda offensive reminiscent of the 

climax of the Cold War
1
. The post-war ideological confrontation has become an international 

debate on how to modernize societies, how to organize, control and manage culture
2
. From 

this perspective, researching cultural relations between a hegemonic power and one of its 

satellites can be regarded as a justified topic of interest . The first two post-war decades 

marked a period of radical transformation for Romania, carried out in the general context of 

the Cold War and under the watchful eye of the Soviet Union.   

 Following the approach of Patryk Babiracki, Rachel Leah Applebaum, who were 

concerned with the cultural relations of the USSR with the socialist states (Poland, 

Czechoslovakia), in the present research we intend to analyze the Romanian-Soviet cultural 

relations between 1945 and 1965, in the context of the Cold War and Soviet cultural and 

political hegemony in Eastern Europe. Starting from a general perspective on the Romanian-

Soviet relations, we shall focus on the institutions, mechanisms, actors and resources 

involved in the design and implementation of foreign cultural policies, trying to identify the 

most important aspects of Romanian-Soviet cultural collaboration from a twofold 

perspective. 

Our aim was not necessarily to provide an inventory or a chronological follow-up of 

all the Romanian-Soviet cultural events or contacts, as these were extremely high in number 

at that time, but rather to conduct a thematic analysis of their significance, structuring them in 

various categories, relating them to the period and the fields they were related to and 

fragmentarily to those who experienced them. In particular, we have selected those moments 

and phenomena that received special attention from the governing bodies and involved a 

large mobilisation of logistical resources and lengthy organisation. We have also attempted to 

capture certain peculiarities related to the institutional process and institutional structure with 

regard to Romanian-Soviet cultural relations. Another aspect we have considered is the role 

of governmental institutions and associations in external cultural relations and aspects of the 

actual practices of Romanian-Soviet cultural relations. Last but not least, we were concerned 

with the mechanisms through which these institutions were involved in cultural relations, 

namely: the Romanian-Soviet exchange of students and specialists, the visits of delegations 

of artists, writers, academics, workers or collectivist peasants, the exchange of books and 

translations, exhibitions, etc. Some of these mechanisms were incorporated into large-scale 

                                                           
1
 Marcel van Herpen, Putin's Propaganda Machine. Soft Power and Russian Foreign Policy, Rowman & 

Littlefield, 2016. 
2
 Jessica C. E. Ginow-Hect, Culture and the Cold War in Europe, in Melvyn P. Leffler, Odd Arne Westad, The 

Cambridge History of the Cold War, Vol. I, Origins, Cambridge University Press, 2010, p. 400. 
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events, such as the Romanian Culture Days in the Moldovan Soviet Socialist Republic or the 

Economic Exhibition of Romania in Moscow. 

 Our research approach is aimed at providing answers to the following research 

questions: Who were the decision makers and beneficiaries of cultural exchange policies? 

How were cultural exchanges experienced, evaluated and what effects did they have on the 

social groups involved?  What part was national culture and ideology playing in the practice 

of Romanian-Soviet cultural relations? What were the factors that favoured the assumption of 

a cultural self-colonialism, in some cases going beyond Soviet expectations? Why did Soviet 

culture not persist in Romanian environments? 

We selected the period between 1945 and 1965 for our analysis as the year 1945 

marked the resumption of Romanian-Soviet diplomatic relations at embassy level, whereas 

the year 1965 marked the end of a well-defined period in the history of contemporary 

Romania, the final period of Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej’s secretariat at the PMR and the rise to 

power of Nicolae Ceausescu. In the meantime, in the Soviet Union, in October 1964, Leonid 

Brezhnev was taking over the position held until then by Nikita Khrushchev at the CPSU 

secretariat. We have undertaken an analysis of the two decades, trying to point out how 

Romanian-Soviet cultural relations evolved from the period of Stalinization to that of 

destalinization. 

 From a methodological viewpoint, we propose an approach that combines the effort 

to retrieve events with the theoretical analysis of the power fields involved. In other words, 

we shall attempt to approach the research topic from an analytical-descriptive perspective. 

We shall analyse the relations between Romania and the USSR by taking into account the 

thematic delimitations, as well as by contextualization in the international scene, trying to 

integrate the Romanian case into the larger equation of the Soviet Union’s foreign cultural 

policies. The starting point in the documentary analysis was the description and analysis of 

the institutional architecture behind the cultural policies, with a focus on the main instrument 

of cultural propaganda USSR practiced abroad, the Society for Cultural Relations with 

Foreign Countries (VOKS), which became the third dimension of the Soviet foreign policy, 

the first two dimensions being represented by the People’s Commissariat for Foreign Affairs 

and the Comintern.  

 By analysing the Romanian-Soviet cultural relations, alongside with the main 

institutions involved, our approach addresses aspects related to the culture-related practices, 

framed in the policies of the time. The field of international relations has taken over the usual 

methodologies of sociology and related socio-human sciences. Therefore, throughout our 

research we shall use what the literature on the topic terms “the sociology of international 

relations”, whereas with regard to the analysis of foreign cultural policies we shall refer to 

variables such as: attitudes, values, social groups, economic indicators, quality of life 

indicators, demographic indicators, political participation indicators, opinion indicators, 

majority-minority population ratio, and literacy rate.  

 In terms of reconstructing the institutional architecture involved in cultural 

exchanges, we have followed a twofold analysis. The first direction is represented by the 

foreign ministries, and the second by the cultural institutions and grassroots organisations, 

both closely supervised by party officials. The Foreign Ministry was responsible for cultural 

policies involving exchanges of intellectuals (students, writers, researchers, teachers) or the 
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mediation of translations and the organisation of cultural events abroad. The cultural 

organisations (ARLUS, VOKS, APSR, SRSC) focussed on involving the elite in the so-called 

“culturalization of the masses”, with the task of attracting as many members as possible. 

 From a methodological viewpoint, our aim was to investigate cultural producers, 

cultural consumers and, fragmentarily, the cultural product itself. In the period under 

analysis, and considering the state actors involved, one can rightfully state that there is no 

clear separation between the processes of consumption and production, and that cultural 

consumers are also cultural producers. Given these realities, the present research follows two 

of the research directions in cultural history. The first concerns the history of cultural policies 

and institutions (these are related to issues such as the state, the nation, the symbols of 

power); the study of the relationship between the political and the cultural in terms of 

political ideals, actors or cultures. The latter direction concerns the history of cultural 

practices (e.g. ‘lived’ ideology, education, sociabilities, memory/memories, customs and 

habits of human groups). Starting from these two directions of analysis, we have focused on a 

number of elements which, in our opinion, strengthen the analytical dimension of the 

research, and we are talking here about: politics of representation, cultural circuits, textual 

analysis of media forms, literary forms, aspects related to their production, distribution and 

consumption, discourse analysis.  In analysing the texts of the period we have constantly 

aimed at highlighting the codes, terms, ideology, discourses and individuals that dominated 

the cultural outcomes. 

Due to the fact that the topic of our research is centred around the cultural relations 

between two countries with a historical heritage marked by conflicts and ideological 

dissensions, we tried to understand to what extent we can identify and integrate concepts 

from the history of intercultural communication into our analysis. This is a new field that 

belongs to social sciences and focuses on the interaction between individuals and groups 

from different cultures, examining the influence of culture on the way in which people define 

themselves, act, feel, think and, of course, speak and listen
3
 . 

 Our dissertation is structured in four chapters, structured thematically. In the first 

chapter, we have attempted to reconstruct the institutional architecture involved in cultural 

propaganda and cultural diplomacy. We have tried to highlight the functioning and 

attributions of Romanian and Soviet institutions and associations and to determine their role 

in the cultural relations between the two countries. We shall therefore refer to the Society for 

Foreign Cultural Relations (VOKS), the Association of Soviet-Romanian Friendship (APSR), 

Sovinformbiuro, Friends of the USSR, the Romanian Association for the Strengthening of 

Ties with the Soviet Union, the Russian Book, the Romanian Institute for Cultural Relations 

with Foreign Countries (IRRCS), the Institute of Romanian-Soviet Studies (ISRS), the 

Maxim Gorky Pedagogical Institute of Russian Language and Literature, the Romanian-

Russian Museum, The Society for the Spread of Science and Culture. These institutions and 

associations had clear tasks in initiating and managing cultural relations between Moscow 

and Bucharest. We shall focus in particular on the ARLUS-VOKS axis, the institutions that 

provided most of the Romanian-Soviet and Soviet-Romanian cultural transfer. The history of 

                                                           
3
 Dodd Charles Harold Dodd, Dynamics of intercultural communication, McGraw-Hill, Boston, 1998, p. 18. 
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the other institutions and organisations is only briefly presented by identifying the part they 

played in the Romanian-Soviet relations. Each of the institutions and organisations 

considered may be the subject of systematic research in the future, when resources and access 

to new archival documents will allow this.  

In Chapter II we refer to the mechanisms through which Romanian-Soviet cultural 

relations were developed. The chapter begins with an outline of the legal framework that 

regulated cultural exchange programmes. Further on, we trace the exchange of experiences 

between Romania and the USSR evolved in various fields. First, in the area of higher 

education, we looked at how student exchanges were carried out. We followed how young 

people were selected to study in the USSR, what was their programme at Soviet universities, 

how they integrated into academic life, how the subsequent course evolved. We have 

integrated into our analysis a series of less known aspects, such as the visits of delegations of 

peasants and collectivist peasants to the Soviet Union and of the Soviets to the DPR, of 

delegations of intellectuals, workers, technicians, men of letters, scientists and cultural 

representatives. Our approach focused on all these categories of people who benefited from 

internships or travel in support of cultural and propaganda events. In the framework of these 

exchanges we follow the path and the discourse of intellectuals who have benefited from such 

internships, but also the cases of groups of practitioners, workers and technicians involved in 

cultural and scientific exchanges endorsed by the relevant ministries. In these particular 

approaches we capture the shift from relations between states to human relations or the 

humanisation of relations, the exchange of ideas, intercultural communication and lived 

experiences. This type of approach from below can take many and varied forms, in the sense 

that the cultural and social exchanges to which we refer encompass aspects of everyday life 

that effectively capture how the seeds of civilisation have influenced the formation of the new 

man. 

Chapter III is devoted to editorial policies (publication and translation) and the 

distribution of information materials and press articles between Romania and the USSR. Our 

aim was to identify the main problems faced by those who mediated the exchange of books 

and publications or those responsible for translations, to explain the institutional circuit of 

book exchange, to observe the policy of the publishing houses, and the impressions of those 

who were directly involved in the import, export and translation of books and other 

documentary materials. Socialist-realist literature and Soviet books aimed at the broad masses 

of the population were endowed with a strong cultural symbolism, represented a method of 

mutual acquaintance, a form of propaganda and of opening up to different types of public, 

especially as they were distributed alongside classical literature. We also followed Romania’s 

presence in the USSR, through books, translations of literary and scientific works, the 

representation of the RPR in the press, manuals, schoolbooks, encyclopaedias and even 

Soviet literary museums.  

Chapter IV includes a series of particular analyses that attempt to capture events and 

practices marked by a certain specificity, which can be assimilated to case studies. The 

Romanian-Soviet exhibitions in various fields (economy, art, literature), both the Soviet 

exhibitions held in Romania (“Stalin”, “October Revolution”, “Peoples of the USSR”) and 

the Romanian exhibitions held in Moscow (“Economic Exhibition of the PRR in Moscow”, 

“Romanian Art Exhibition”, “Agricultural Exhibition”) were an important factor in the 



9 
 

politics of image and mutual knowledge. We called them prosperity exhibitions and analysed 

them through the concept of country brand, which we tried to adapt, with the necessary 

differences, referring to the realities of totalitarian societies.  

Romanian-Soviet cultural relations between 1945 and 1965 were initiated and 

perpetuated against the background of repressive policies of censorship and cultural 

regulation. Political ideology gradually took over cultural spheres and human relations, 

influencing the relationship between politics and society. The communist regime invested 

huge resources and efforts in the creation of a cultural infrastructure to serve political ends. 

Cultural exchange and communication with the East was forced at the expense of relations 

with the West, where serious constraints were imposed. The analysis of this phenomenon has 

not, until now, entered the attention of historians, and several researchers in the field of 

cultural history have argued in their works for the need to deepen such a subject, making use 

of the available archival sources.  

In this approach, we started from the premise of analysing one of the most powerful 

weapons of the Soviet offensive, the so-called cultural propaganda or “cultural exchange 

programmes”, emphasising the idea that the political system often turned cultural activities 

into political acts. At a time when Romania’s domestic and foreign policy could not be 

negotiated and only conformed to the lines imposed by Moscow, things could not have been 

different in the field of culture. The Soviet Union set the main lines of action and the central 

themes of political discourse, and Romania accepted. Moreover, after 1948, the governments 

assumed a cultural self-colonialism, in which the strategies of Sovietisation decided in the 

Kremlin were met with docility by Romania’s political leaders. Basically, up to 

the Khrushchev Thaw years, the USSR used cultural propaganda to prove the humanism of a 

model of society that it had imposed by force, and Romania, through the events organised in 

the Soviet Union, showed the extent to which it had turned in the direction indicated by 

Moscow.  

The evolution of the phenomenon over time allowed us to identify various policies in 

the implementation of cultural plans: if 1945-1948 were the years of pioneering cultural 

contacts and the initiation of a functional mechanism in the so-called cultural collaboration, 

the period 1949-1956 was represented by a cultural-ideological offensive of Moscow and the 

PRR’s quasi-total obedience to its Eastern neighbour. The “Agreement on bilateral cultural 

cooperation between the PRR and the USSR”, signed in 1956, changed the perspective of 

cultural cooperation, which gradually began to shift from cultural propaganda to cultural 

diplomacy. In the following years, 1957-1965, plans for cultural cooperation were drawn up 

annually. Party-controlled organisations began to cede the initiative to state or university 

institutions. The period was marked by the unmasking of Stalin’s cult of personality; the 

controlled opening up to the West, the re-establishment of cultural links with Western 

European countries which completely changed the outlook on culture and art; the withdrawal 

of Soviet Army troops (1958); de-Sovietisation policies (1958-1965); the USSR’s momentary 

technological victory - the first flight into outer space (1961); the proclamation of the 

“Declaration of Independence 1964”. All these moments were events that marked the 

political and cultural side of Romanian-Soviet relations. 

By analysing the Romanian-Soviet cultural relations, the main institutions involved, 

our approach focused on the aspect of cultural practices framed in the policies of the time. In 
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particular, at the level of the analysis of the institutions involved, we referred to the relations 

between ARLUS and VOKS, the companies directly responsible for cultural relations 

between Romania and the Soviet Union and for external propaganda in the post-war period. 

Being state and party directed, VOKS was the essential instrument of cultural propaganda 

and was considered “the third dimension of Soviet foreign policy”. This association also 

relied on the skills of its leaders and representatives, who also had a double role: they were 

people of culture and were embedded in communist party and state structures. VOKS-

supported associations were set up in various countries of the world, in most cases on the 

basis of the communist parties, with the aim of presenting Soviet culture and way of life to 

the interested but not yet registered public. A brief analysis of the institutions and 

organizations involved in cultural relations revealed that over the course of two decades, they 

were created with a lot of logistical support and were intensively active. The Soviet Empire 

managed, for a time, to organize things so that Romanian institutions worked in the service of 

Soviet propaganda. The institutions and organizations of foreign cultural relations and foreign 

propaganda in Romania to which we have referred, by 1965, either disbanded, restructured or 

continued to function just as mere symbolic entities, with one definite exception, namely the 

IRRCS, which continued to diversify its contacts and activities after 1965. 

During the Cold War years culture was the main means of external propaganda not 

only between the poles of power, but also between the USSR and its own satellites. The 

USSR implemented a similar foreign cultural policy for all Eastern European states. Why did 

the intense policy of Sovietization through cultural instruments in Romania fail to last? Why 

didn’t we get closer to Soviet culture, with its Russian background, even though tens of 

thousands of large-scale cultural and artistic events took place? One of the reasons is that 

communist Romania benefited from second-hand Soviet cultural performances, exhibitions 

and shows. The main art troupes, bands, intellectuals and writers were sent to the GDR, 

Poland, Czechoslovakia and then to the USA, France and Italy. In Romania, the Soviet 

“friends” sent delegations, lesser-known artists. Such an example is the Bolshoi Theatre 

ballet troupe, which was repeatedly invited to the RPR  , but without success. 
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