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Nae Ionescu is one of the most influential and controversial

Romanian thinkers. The present article explores a less used  Key Words:

perspective in studying Nae Ionescu’s philosophical, political  Nae Ionescu, right-wing
and journalistic activity: the philosophical roots of his major  jdeology, democracy,
political ideas. The anti-democratic position of Nae Ionescu individuality,

was, theoretically explained, by the criticism to Rene  leadership, nation
Descartes and J.J. Rousseau’s ideas. The individual is

supposed to be an instrument of history and nation. Any individualizing tendency is
allegedly a betrayal to the nation. Moreover, the leader has mystical prerogatives therefore
the universal suffrage is not consistent. On its turn, the nation is not defined on the basis of
the social contract. Nation is “a community of love and life”, in Nae Ionescu’s opinion. Nae
lonescu’s beliefs largely influenced the right-wing Romanian ideology during the years
between First and Second World Wars.

The controversial and influential Romanian philosophy professor and
well-known journalist, Nae Ionescu, offers an example, albeit a negative
one, for transferring philosophical and religious ideas into the political
discourse. His philosophical beliefs become, through the public lectures at
the University and editorials at “Cuvintul” newspaper, the basis of a
radical ideological discourse.

Among his main ideas were: the critical attitude on Descartes’
rationalism, nominalism, individualism, and scientism, the idea of “traire”/
Erlebnis / the act of living', the realist-static conception on existence, and
the return to the Eastern Orthodox spirituality. Thus, the critique of
Descartes’ rationalism, of nominalism, individualism, and scientism led to
the rejection of liberalism, democracy and parliamentarianism;
“trdirea”/the act of living, and the realist, static attitude toward existence
were reflected into Nae Ionescu’s efforts to define the nation, the
individuality, the collectivity. The return to Eastern Orthodox spirituality
upheld the mystical nationalism promoted by the Romanian thinker.

Main concepts: Rationalism and Democracy

The historical context of the inter-war years was not favorable to
democracy as a system of government. After the First World War, the
Europeans had high expectations related to the welfare, and, generally, to
the improvement of society and of its political leadership. The totalitarian
and nationalist ideas found a fertile soil in this wide climate of
disappointment and frustrations of the society, and led to the collapse of
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most of the European democratic systems. “The apparent failure of
ostensibly democratic systems to deliver an increased standard of living to
many in employment, the lack of provision for the unemployed, and the
failure to maintain the value of pensions for the old or those disabled in
war, created an ever-growing army of enfranchised and disenchanted. (...)
The disappointments of the immediate post-war period led to the
overthrow of democracy in several states in Eastern Europe and to the rise
of Mussolini. The post-1929 collapse led to further reverses for democracy
in Eastern Europe, and to Hitler’s ascendancy in Germany. Even in those
states where democracy survived there were great shifts in electoral
fortune, sometimes accompanied by demands for strong leadership™.

Strong criticism was raised by intellectuals, philosophers, economists,
professors or journalists. Philosopher Nikolai Berdyaev, whose ideas
inspired Nae Ionescu, wrote in 1924 that democracy lacked flexibility and
consistency, and it was insensitive, skeptical to the will of the masses.
Allegedly, democracy ignored the truth and recognized only the power of
numbers. Berdyaev commented upon J. J. Rousseau’s ideas, considering the
French thinker as the spiritual father of democracy. At the same time, Nae
Ionescu shared the same opinion on Rousseau.

“There are no guarantees that in democracy the will of the masses
will aim for righteousness, that will aim for freedom, and not for the
radical overthrow of any liberties™. The Russian thinker commented that
at that time, democracy underwent a crisis situation and suffered because
of its incapacity to adapt to the contemporary political reality. “Thus there
are doubts on the universal suffrage, a mechanical one that considers the
human as worthless atom. Solutions are to be found in the corporate
representation, and on the returning to the medieval principle of guilds.”

At Nae Ionescu, the critique of the democracy includes two major
directions: one based on the theoretical de-structuring of the political
system of multi-party democracy. The second is based on highlighting the
problems of the Romanian inter-war political situation.

In his courses of Logics and Metaphysics, Nae Ionescu criticized the
rationalism and the democratic system altogether. During a public lecture,
held within the academic year 1929/1930, the professor told his audience
that the world was at cross-roads. More specifically, the world had to leave
behind rationalism, as obsolete philosophical doctrine, and the basis of
Capitalism: “Economically speaking, Capitalism is being suppressed (...).
Politically speaking, also, for the simple reason that democracy and
constitutionalism became obsolete. Religiously, of course, because
everywhere Protestantism staggers, and rationalism dies”.

For Nae Ionescu, the most important philosophical sources of
democracy as political theory are two French thinkers: R. Descartes and J. J.
Rousseau. In the writings of Descartes, mainly Regulae ad directionem ingenii,
Nae Ionescu finds the founding elements of theory of democracy in the XX
century: the individualism, the egocentric idealism and the mathematical-
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rationalist mentality. In the Social Contract (Du Contrat Social) of Rousseau,
Nae Ionescu identifies the “almost complete” blueprint of democracy and
its ideological mechanisms®.

In his academic courses, Nae Ionescu argues that: 1) democracy is the
result of applying l'esprit des sciences in investigating the human existence
(via Descartes) and 2) democracy considers the society as being the sum of
all the individuals that are part of it (via Rousseau).

Descartes was - from Nae Ionescu’s standpoint - responsible for the
“scientist formula” of that time. The roots of that formula were two
important beliefs: Reason was unique as the sunlight, and the
mathematical knowledge aimed to become the epistemological foundation
of knowledge, generally, “a regulator of human knowledge™. The
development of European Geist was influenced, according to Nae Ionescu,
by those ideas, which were obsolete, in that particular moment of time,
and therefore they should have been put aside.

On the other hand, Nae Ionescu referred to the collective will as a
fundamental argument for rejecting democracy. The collective will is an
approximation of the General Will (volonté générale), first enunciated by
Rousseau. The collective will was defined by Nae Ionescu as being the sum
of free individual wills, the majority criterion being the one that settles it.
“It [democracy], a legitimate offspring of modern scientism, was born from
the arithmetic evaluation of society. It can not renounce - without
contradiction - to the quantitative point of view”, explained the Romanian
thinker®.

Nae Ionescu’s interpretation of the metaphysical concept of
collective/General Will which according to Rousseau referred to the desire
or interest of people as a whole, led to the idea that democracy is not
suitable anymore for his époque. This interpretation considers the General
Will as a sum of all individual wills. But Rousseau himself rejected that
interpretation, admitting that the General Will might not actually be
expressed by the majority. By doing so, Rousseau kept intact his ideas
related to social bonds/ties (lien social) and common interest (I'intéret
commun). The General Will was considered sovereign and above individual
wills. “Il y a souvent bien de la différence entre la volonté de tous et la volonté
générale; celle-ci ne regarde qu’a l'intéret commun, l'autre regarde a l'intéret privé,
et n'est qu'une somme de volonté particuliéres: mais 6tez de ces mémes volontés les
plus et les moins qui s’entre-détruisent, reste pour somme des différences la volonté
générale.”

This distinction between la volonté de tous and la volonté générale,
explained by a pair of antonyms: particular (private) interest/vs./common
interest is essential for understanding Rousseau. According to the
interpretations of Rousseau’s work, in mathematical terms, la volonté de
tous is an arithmetical sum, and la volonté générale is an integral °.

Nae Ionescu ignored that distinction and criticized democracy on the
grounds of the idea of collective/General Will as a sum of individual wills.
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“One may object that this is the old democracy of Rousseau. Of course! But
I would be glad if someone could tell me specifically, how this is a
democracy that is no longer Rousseau’s, but still is a democracy”, argues
the author™.

The refutation of Romanian political parties

In the editorials and columns published in “Cuvantul” newspaper, Nae
Ionescu commented upon the social elements that point to the
“dissolution” of the democratic regime'. Nae Ionescu predicted a crisis of
the democracy, confirmed, from his point of view by the development of
alternative ways of governing (socialism, regionalism, for example)®.

The anti-democratic position is illustrated by Nae Ionescu’s criticism
of the fundamental institutions of democracy: the political parties, the
parliament, the universal suffrage and the Constitution. In a series of
editorials published in “Cuvantul” between July 30 and August 3, 1930, Nae
Ionescu referred to the crisis of the Romanian political parties, derived
from the inconsistence, even lack, of appropriate political platforms: “Our
parties live in an incredible programmatic anarchy”". Moreover, the
absence of an electorate able to exercise its right to vote in a
knowledgeable way was considered a further impediment.

To these arguments, Nae Ionescu adds the idea that the time of
political parties had passed, therefore they could simply suspend their
existence. Eight years later, King Carol Il would decree the dissolution of all
Romanian political parties. The parliamentary regime is considered to be a
“fiction””, because - as Nae Ionescu stated - “there are no objective
criteria to establish a certain succession of political parties to power”*.

The political parties as institutions are considered to be false and
artificial, due to the fact that they were “transplanted” into Romanian
society, from other cultures where they had organically grown up.
According to Nae Ionescu, the Western culture was adopted in Romania,
following the general belief that “the forms of culture, i.e. of spirituality
are to be transferred, hence imported; fundamental misjudgment, proven
as such everywhere”".

In a fragment from an editorial, published in “Cuvantul”, on March 14,
1930 - Politica “prizei directe” (The policy of “direct connection”) - Nae
Ionescu defined the Romanian political parties as heterogeneous
organizations, with their own internal laws, others than the ones imposed
by the political and social reality of the country. The solution of that
problem was, in the author’s opinion, the removal of political parties from
the governing position and the establishment of a direct connection, with
no intermediaries, between the rulers and people.
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Exemplary illustrations of individuality, according to Nae Ionescu

In one article on René Descartes, Nae Ionescu argued that he did not
believe in the providential thinker, whose activity might change the world.
On the contrary, he considered that Zeitgeist brought to our conscience the
presence of a certain thinker: “The fundamental transformations in the
history of mankind rise under the auspices of a great thinker. It is
somehow bold and presumptuous to say, without any doubt, that the
decisive part in history is the human soul. But it is no less true that the
times of profound changes coincide, at their beginning, with the activity of
a thinker, who, afterwards, is to become the symbol of that era”".
Descartes, the father of modern thinking, in Nae Ionescu’s opinion, is
considered to be the personification of all the soul’s torments that gave
birth to the “modern man”.

Thus, the intellectual and moral qualities are not sufficient to produce
a special human individual: every person should be considered as a product
of his time. Nae Ionescu argues, for example, that it is rather difficult to
discover in Descartes’ beliefs something that was not studied by his
predecessors, but “in him all these disparate elements, moving chaotically,
form a balanced unity, an original synthesis, responsible for the future
historical developments”.

At his turn, the political figure is considered to be a merely
instrument of history, and by him the people could achieve their
objectives. One example is Iuliu Maniu, the leader of the Peasant National
Party (Partidul National Tardnesc, PNT). Initially, Nae Ionescu, by the force
of his newspaper, “Cuvantul”, supported Maniu when his party was in
opposition. After PNT won the elections, Iuliu Maniu’s political acts did not
meet the expectations of the people, as Nae Ionescu put it”. In fact, the
explanation for Maniu’s hesitation to support the contested heir of the
throne of Romania, Prince Carol’s return to Romania was his concern to
prevent a major political crisis. In Nae Ionescu’s interpretation, Maniu -
the politician, as instrument of history and nation, had to satisfy the will of
the people, i.e. to support Carol’s return®,

If the political figure was no more than an instrument of the nation,
“a humble slave of history”, the King was seen as the “emanation of the
nation”, as having mystical prerogatives. At the beginning of 1930, when
Carol had not yet returned to Romania, Nae Ionescu used to criticize all the
politicians that considered the Prince to be a common person: “Our
attitude was from the beginning different - explained Ionescu. We took
into consideration the monarchy and the dynasty. We understood that one
of the great advantages of monarchy was that royalty is a mystical
institution (...). And the dynasty was intangible and not a subject to our
positive judgment, therefore surpassing our daily intrigues and personal
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interests””'. For Nae Ionescu, Carol I was the King, the successor of the
dynasty and, in the same time, the salvation of the nation.

To resume, writing about Descartes, Nae lonescu rejects the idea of
the providential thinker; assessing Iuliu Maniu’s political activity, he
rejects the idea of a politician who can change history, i.e. not being a
simple instrument of history. On the other hand, on Carol II's case, he was
ready to admit the existence of an exceptional individual, guarantying the
future of a nation. One explanation for this attitude is Nae Ionescu’s belief
that royalty could surpass the “contractual-mechanist mentality”* of the
democratic state. The dynasty was considered by Nae Ionescu to be the
ultimate symbolic defense against the individualism of the liberal doctrine,
which threatened the spiritual unity of the nation.

Only a few years later, the King is replaced by the providential
political leader. “The theoretician of King Master was dedicating himself to
the open advocacy of [Corneliu Zelea] Codreanu’s political aspirations,
waving the possibility of replacing the incompetent monarch ruling the
country with the ‘head’ or a ‘leader’ coming from people’s ranks.”, explains
the historian Florin Turcanu®. According to Nae Ionescu, the ruler should
leave the place for the leader”.

The relation between the individual and collective groups

The relation between the individual and the social group is, in Nae
Ionescu’s opinion, an inclusive one: the individual is a part of the nation,
the collectivity surpasses the person. In 1930, answering to an open letter
published by the newspaper “Epoca”, Nae Ionescu argues that he can not
actively take part in the political life. The rationale was that he did not
believe in creative possibilities of human determination, as explained in
Descartes’ case, but only in the force of social groups: “I believe in
institutions, collectivities, in symbols, in organic and anonymous
delegation; because I do not believe in immediate reality, in concrete, in
contingence, but in essence, intimate mechanisms, and laws, where the
true reality lies, unseen, but alive and true””. In the same article, the
author brought into discussion the personal example as an argument: he
took seriously his function given to him in the “whole of the nation
through which we live and of which we are a part”.

Nae lonescu pleaded for action and dynamism in politics. “The
typically Romanian metaphysical neutrality could have been compensated
for by adopting a heroic, combative dynamism. Such dynamism was to
have extraordinary cultural effects, on one hand, but on the other it also
resulted in catastrophic consequences on the political level, because of the
right wing ideological excesses”, argues the Romanian researcher Laura
Pavel®.

The individual values should, according to Nae Ionescu, be abandoned
for the sake of collective ones. The personal welfare was in direct
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connection with the group where the individual lived. That discourse is the
antonym of political beliefs, on which the American Constitution was built.
The pursuit of happiness in Romanian version is the following: “Thus, faced
with the collectivity that is called nation or state, we turn things upside
down. And instead of saying, like it should be natural, that here the law of
nation or state has the greatest importance, we ask for.. a greater
happiness, a greater individual joy; and we ask for it from the nation or
state, as if this is their call - to adapt to the individual needs of every one of
us! Forgetting that tomorrow, we could be functioning, according to the
same rationale in front of a league of Koch bacilli, exactly in the same way
as in front of the famous league of human rights”?".

At the academic level, Nae Ionescu also debated the delicate relation
between the individual and collectivity®. Relevant for this case: the series
of academic lectures, entitled “Logica colectivelor” (The logic of collective
bodies), taught by Nae Ionescu at the University of Bucharest during
1934/1935 and 1935/1936 academic years. The first lecture is dedicated to
the importance of collective body in natural sciences; the second and the
third focus on the importance of collective body in the life of individuals
and nation.

The “political” collectivity is defined by its main goal - to contribute
to the national destiny, by bringing together the estates of the nation. The
individual has to be a part of this destiny, although “the general formula of
the collective body is somehow independent from the action of its
individuals”?.

This relation between the individual and the collective body is not a
balanced one. The individual has some personal features which can
prevent him from actively participating in the leadership of his
collectivity. Nae Ionescu explained: 1) the personal judgment of the
individual can not be used in problems of the collective body; 2) there are
some situations where the individual is overcome and he can not state his
opinion; 3) the normality of the individual is considered in relation with
the collective body. Nae Ionescu’s conclusion is that not all the individuals
belong to a collective body in the same way. “Ideally, we should say that as
an individual grows inside a collective body, its laws are in a certain way
the limits of his freedom and of his possibilities to think and act”. The
examples chosen by the thinker are taken from physics - something which
may affect the argument’s validity: one can not infer on the basis of the
analogy between human behavior and gas molecules™.

Nae Ionescu considered that the individual might take decisions for
the group in certain limits, established by his life experience and his
previous actions. Thus, for individuals, there are levels of commitment to
the community life, which automatically impose specific areas of
competence. In politics, for example, individuals may participate if they
posses a given level of understanding of the reality, and of the ‘concrete’
(seen as opposed to abstraction or general). This term is present in the
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majority of Nae Ionescu’s lectures and articles, but is not clearly explained
anywhere.

One example given by the author is the peasant who can decide about
mending a bridge, but not about the election of a Member of Parliament:
“Why? For the simple reason that the problem of members of Parliament is
not a concrete problem for him. He is not entitled to decide in this
matter™'. Nae Ionescu’s target is the political system based on majority
(i.e. democracy), in which all the individuals are asked to decide in a
domain of which they have little knowledge: “When they add up, all the
individuals are considered equals, everyone’s vote, everyone’s opinion is
equal”; “Within a nation, not everyone participates in politics, as this is not
a function to be fulfilled by all individuals.”

Which would be in these circumstances the practical way to elect the
representative of national will? Nae Ionescu proposes two political
solutions: i) the reign of droit divine; ii) the providential leader,
(“cdpetenia”, in original) who is part of the nation, and stands for the
collectivity. It is clear that - if the lecture was correctly shorthanded™ - Nae
Ionescu’s beliefs were similar to the Iron Guard’s ideas. After supporting
without hesitation Carol II, in 1935 Nae Ionescu equals the royalty with the
political leader, representative of the national will.

The same problem of the relation between the individual and the
collective body is discussed in the lectures held by Nae Ionescu in the
prison of Miercurea-Ciuc, in 1938, printed later under the name of
Legionary Phenomenon (Fenomenul legionar). As there are suspicions
regarding the paternity of these texts, we take into discussion only several
ideas. In the first lecture, the speaker argues that to every historical
momentum corresponds an appropriate “life form”/Lebensform (a social,
political, economical and cultural formula) mandatory for all individuals.
We find again the Weber-ian-type correlations that Nae Ionescu made in
his articles and lectures: “I can not be Orthodox if I am Capitalist, idealist
or nominalist in philosophy, individualist in ethics, or democrat in politics.
(...) If it [a time/period] is Protestant, then it should be Capitalist in
economy, democrat in politics, individualist in ethics (democrat and
parliamentarian), rationalist and idealist in philosophy etc.””.

Moreover, compared with the ideas of 1934-1936, the state makes the
object of more consideration. As representative of collectivity’s interests,
the state should actively intervene in the life of the community, not
allowing the individual to act according to his will. The individual
(particular) interest should take the second place, and the collective
interest - the first place. The individual should perfectly fit into the
community. The Romanian researcher George Voicu explains Nae
Ionescu’s “biological” perspective: “The human being is only a ‘cell’ or an
‘organ’ within the social body; he has to accomplish his fated physiological
functions, only so the social body is healthy and consequently functions
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well. If not, a surgical intervention is mandatory to ensure the health of
social body”*".

The separation from community is considered by Nae Ionescu as an
abnormal situation, even a betrayal. “For Ionescu, the only way for a
collectivity to perpetuate its existence was by denying other collectivities
their right of existence. This was true for the relationship between nations,
but also within the Nation; Ionescu saw the war-principle operating. It was
part of the natural order of things that political parties fought each other
and the group suppressed every individualizing tendency within itself.”,
argues Philip Vanhaelemeersch, author of a monograph dedicated to inter-
war Romania®.

In 1938, in Cuvdntul, Nae Ionescu wrote that the liberal democracy was
dead and he proclaimed the dictatorship of the leader “chosen by the
masses”: “The man chosen by the masses - this is the new political form
which is being created today by the history”*. On the basis of the concept
of the leader chosen by the masses (not by elections)*, Nae Ionescu sets the
principle of the act of faith “which connects people to him and, depending
on the intensity of the historical momentum, may take shape of a fanatical
exaltation”.

Thus, a leader is not appointed as a result of electoral exercise. The
people’s faith is more important, because it supports, in Nae Ionescu’s
opinion, a large participation of the masses to the community. Nae Ionescu
did not consider the regimes of Mussolini and Hitler as being dictatorial.
“It is not a dictatorship the regime (..) which has the most impressive
adhesion of the masses, known in the history”*.

In direct connection with the ideas on individual and the collective
body, Nae Ionescu states that the nation should be defined in analogy with
the Christian Church®. Every individual has an obligation to participate in
the life of his nation, not on the basis of a social contract, but on the basis
of a mystical attitude: “A nation is a community of love and life, an organic
solidarity”*.

The individual membership to a nation is ethnically conditioned.
“When Simeon Barnuf, Eminescu, lorga, Goga, and in the last ten years
“Cuvéntul”, have talked about nation, they meant, a collective spiritual
being, with an organic unity of its own, with a life of its own (...). When our
Constitution says that “the powers come from the nation”, it defines the
nation as the totality of the inhabitants of a state, no matter their spiritual
structure and (...) ethnicity. The difference is fundamental™'.

Nae Ionescu had formulated these ideas since 1930, when he wrote
about his famous distinction - a Romanian [citizen] versus a good Romanian
[citizen]. The thinker argued that there was a direct and exclusive relation
between being Romanian and being a part of the nation, from an ethnical,
spiritual and religious point of view, the example provided by Nae Ionescu:
Ion Brdtianu, Samoil Micu and the unknown Bercu Solomon, all “good
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Romanians”, but not “Romanians”*. This definition was criticized because
it sets the basis for ethnic and religious discrimination®.

Conclusions

Nae Ionescu and his philosophical and political ideas are part of what
researchers such as Leon Volovici or Z. Ornea identified as being the “new
nationalism” or the “full-fledge nationalism”. Of all the traditionalist
currents of the inter-war period, it had the greatest influence on
intellectual, political and cultural life of Romania. The new nationalism
added to the traditional nationalism (represented by Nicolae Iorga,
Constantin Rddulescu-Motru or Lucian Blaga) the anti-Semitism and the
pledge towards a totalitarian state, built on orthodoxism and the national
specificity, as explains Leon Volovici or Z. Ornea in their works*, This type
of nationalism brought with itself a wave of radical ideas, influenced
mostly by controversial Western thinkers. Nae Ionescu made use of -
among others - Spengler, with his theories about the decline of Western
civilization, and Berdyaev and other Russian theologians, with their
pessimist views on rationalism, democracy and parliamentary system.

Nae Ionescu’s ideas on democracy, political parties, parliamentary
regime, universal suffrage, individuality, leadership and nation resembled
ideas present in the discourse of Romanian right-wing political
organization, the Iron Guard. The relationship between Nae Ionescu and
the Iron Guard can not be proven exactly, because the sources of
information are contradictory. Researchers like A. Laignel-Lavastine, S.
Lavric, Z. Ornea, F. Veiga or L. Volovici believe that Nae Ionescu was one of
the most important ideologues of the Iron Guard; others as D. Mezdrea or
M. Diaconu admit that there is no clear proof regarding Nae Ionescu’s
membership, and the right-wing politicians used Nae Ionescu’s beliefs to
build an extremist ideology.

Thus, for example, Nae Ionescu’s ideas are so similar with those
expressed in Corneliu Zelea Codreanu’s book, Pentru legionari (For
legionaries). 1t is also true that there are no documents to help us evaluate
Nae Ionescu’s connection with the Iron Guard. Nevertheless, his public
lectures and his journalistic works did develop coherent ideas that have
circulated during the inter-war period. This responsibility - of the written
word - can not be denied or forgotten, especially under the circumstances
in which the Romanian Right needed ideologues for developing and
imposing a nationalist doctrine®, as Z. Ornea explained: “Of course, Nae
Ionescu did not enroll himself into the Legion. Neither in 1933, nor later.
But, for sure, a pact of active collaboration was in place™. The historical
facts can not be easily clarified, as a result of the fact that in the Romanian
political life, Nae Ionescu built himself the image of an éminence grise”. He
applied that strategy in relation with Carol II, by refusing a public position,
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and also in relation with the Iron Guard, by keeping a certain distance from
its leaders.
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