From Pariah’s Isolation to Resistance: The Case of Mihail Sebastian (An Arendtian Reading)
Abstract

In times of ideological frenzy, thinking becomes a form of action, by enabling not only passive resistance to evil, but also the active effort to fight and prevent its fungus-like spread. I argue that, during the fascist years in Romania, Mihail Sebastian, a Jewish Romanian journalist, novelist, playwright, and literary critic, transformed thinking into active resistance to evil by writing his personal journal with the mind of a critic, whose mission is to observe with lucidity and act as an “agent of dialogue” who avoids narrow partisanship and the divisiveness of tribal nationalism. Sebastian’s private journal was a form of active resistance to evil because it was written as: (i) an examination, criticism, and rejection of the irrationality, destructiveness, and evil of the present he witnessed in fascist Romania; (ii) as an anticipated dialogue with others about their blindness and inability to see themselves and their actions in their true light; and (iii) as a testimony to the rhinocerization of Romanian cultural elites and a call to future national self-scrutiny and dialogue in Romania about the country’s anti-Semitism and the responsibility it bears for the Holocaust.

“Even in the darkest of times we have the right to expect some illumination. [This] may well come less from theories and concepts than from the uncertain, flickering, and often weak light that some men and women, in their lives and works, will kindle under almost all circumstances and shed over the time span that was given them on earth.” 
Hannah Arendt, Men in Dark Times, Preface

“I cannot (and I would not wish to) forget the horrors through which I have lived”







Mihail Sebastian, Journal
Reflecting the centrality of totalitarianism and the Holocaust to her political thought,
 one lifelong concern of Hannah Arendt was to understand how critical and independent thinking can resist ideological indoctrination and conformity. Arendt argues that, in “times of crisis and emergency,”
 when “everybody is swept away unthinkingly by what everybody else does and believes in,” 
 and the “dark times,” when the public realm ceases “to throw light on the affairs of men” because “speech does not disclose what is but sweeps it under the carpet,”
 thinking becomes “a kind of action.” 
 What does it mean to say that thinking becomes “a kind of action” and thus political by implication
? The question gains in urgency if the dark times, when politicians and intellectuals betray their role of developing and maintaining the public realm and when individuals and whole groups of people are excluded from the world,
 are not short lived and by far not something that we have left behind.

When Arendt claims that thinking becomes “a kind of action” in “times of crisis and emergency” she means that the silent dialogue “in which I am both the one who asks and the one who answers,”
 “the last trace of company – even when being one by myself,”
 can actualize conscience in individuals and thus embolden them to resist evil by refusing to join in. At the same time, Arendt sees thinking as the “weapon” of the pariahs,
 of those who have been expelled from the world or have chosen to withdraw from it. In dark times, when deprived of the public realm, individuals can retreat into their freedom of thought.
 However, in order to have political impact, the retreat into the freedom of thought has to be still moved by care for the world. An example, in Arendt’s view, of such care for the world was Lessing’s free and critical thinking which, while practiced in retreat from a darkening world, aimed not to provide conclusions and results, but to stimulate, instead, the independent thinking of others by anticipating the (future) dialogue with them.
 
Moreover, Arendt points out that an important part of caring for the world, when in dark times individuals choose to retreat from the world into the freedom of thought, is to not forget “that the world’s reality is actually expressed by their escape.”
 Only thus their retreat would be a responsible and political act, not just an escape into an imaginary world. It seems that one important implication of not wanting to forget the reality that one escapes could be the desire to institute oneself as a witness, as someone who observes and records, who remembers and testifies to the evil that is committed in dark times. In dark times of “crisis and emergency,” thinking cannot be dissociated from the will to remember, which means that its action-like ability might also take the form of witnessing and testimony. While Arendt recognizes the centrality of remembrance to the activity of thinking in general, I contend that she does not pay enough attention to the role that remembrance, as well as the act of witnessing and testifying, the act of telling the truth, which occupies an important part in anticipating the dialogue with others, can play in dark times in transforming thinking into “a kind of action.”
I turn in this paper to the story of Mihail Sebastian, one of the many Eastern European voices that Arendt did not include in her narrative of totalitarianism. Sebastian was a Jewish Romanian journalist, novelist, playwright, and literary critic who, during the 1930s and 1940s, when fascism became dominant in Romania, transformed his isolation and exclusion from the public realm into an empowering opportunity for reflection, judgment, and action. Sebastian’s medium for transforming thinking and its results into a “weapon” and “a kind of action” was the journal, a writing-form that Arendt, who, nevertheless, saw storytelling as being capable to illuminate the darkness of times, failed to consider when discussing modalities of resisting evil and of opposing ideological thinking.
 Sebastian’s story proves that, in dark times, thinking and its results,
 in this case the (activity of keeping a) journal, can become a site of active resistance to the evil of the time
 and, consequently, dangerously and promisingly political because able to make a difference in the world. By deciding to keep a journal – where he recorded what came to pass in the world, engaged in dialogue with himself, and anticipated his conversation with others – when expelled from the world, Sebastian took action in hiding and in the underground
 and decidedly situated the solitude of his thinking between the public and the private.
 

I argue that, as shown by the story of Sebastian, in dark times, the critical and responsible thinker is mobilized by the urgency to stop and observe, to record, witness, and examine what comes to pass, which defines, after all, the activity of thinking (for Arendt) as “the habit of examining whatever happens to come to pass or to attract attention.”
  At the same time, the critical and responsible thinker is also moved by the hopeful anticipation that the results of his thinking (his testimony) will survive the vulnerable and disquieting present into a future where they could become public and be part of a public dialogue. The story of Mihail Sebastian proves that thinking and action are more intertwined with each other than Arendt’s argument in The Life of the Mind suggests,
 because, in dark times, critical and responsible thinking gets infused with a certain activism and a deep sense of political urgency, which might not move it otherwise. 
To prove my point, I first argue that (similar to Arendt’s Lessing) Sebastian saw criticism as resistance to fixed ideas (Lessing’s “fixed positions” 
), which always signal a closed universe, 
 and as non-dogmatic thinking, which praises friendship and the effort to understand both “what separates us and what might bring us together”
 more than ideology.  I read Sebastian novel, For Two Thousand Years, which he wrote as a fictional journal, as an exercise in non-dogmatic thinking and I contend that the voice of the critic, which narrates this fictional journal, expresses a positive engagement of Sebastian’s marginality, as a Romanian and a Jew, and a view of identity that is not defined by ideology, but by a place and its memories. The view of identity that Sebastian proposes in his novel defies and undermines the Romanian narrative of national identity, which survives to this day and is based on the ethnic and religious purity, continuity, and unity of the Romanians.
When published in 1934, For Two Thousand Years was attacked and misunderstood by both the Romanian and the Jewish nationalists, reflecting the fact that Sebastian was “too Jewish for the Romanian nationalists and too Romanian for the Jewish nationalists.”
 Sebastian’s prompt response to the reception of his novel was to write How I Became a Hooligan (1935). I argue in the second place that, in this collection of essays, Sebastian articulated his firm political creed of individualism and independent thinking, which he opposed to the generalized conformity and ideological indoctrination of the time. The model that inspired Sebastian’s political creed and gave him the courage to maintain his lucidity and critical spirit in dark times was a figure, which Arendt does not engage in her effort to theorize the life of the mind, Michel de Montaigne, a 16th century Socratic thinker and essayist, whose solitary dialogue with himself never lost contact with the world of his fellow men.

Sebastian started writing his Journal in 1935, in reaction to the increased marginalization of the Romanian Jews by the fascist politics of the time, and ended it in 1944, a few months before his premature death, in the spring of 1945. I argue in the third place that Sebastian’s Journal took the voice of the critic, which he could not express anymore in public, into hiding and underground. The result was a journal that was written not only as a Socratic conversation that Sebastian had with himself, but also as an anticipated conversation with others.
 Moreover, Sebastian’s act of writing a journal (the medium for recording, remembering, and thinking about what comes to pass) was political and an active resistance to evil because it insisted, against the “[a]nguish, the despondency, and the unbearable loneliness”
 that he experienced, on voicing the truth (about his life, about others’ actions, and about the society and the politics of his time) against the ideological indoctrination and the blindness of his contemporaries. 

Sebastian knew that the act of writing his Journal was political and fraught with danger. His Journal bears testimony not only to the participation of Romania in the Holocaust, between 1941 and 1944, and to the deep anti-Semitism of Romanian society, but it also reveals the unwillingness (almost the incapacity) of Romanian intellectuals, politicians, and ordinary citizens to take a critical stance on their anti-Semitic nationalism. When first published in its entirety in 1996, Sebastian’s Journal ignited an intense public debate in Romania about the country’s participation in the Holocaust and about its deeply rooted anti-Semitism. The Journal presents a powerful counter-version to the official history of Romania’s participation in the Holocaust and an uncomfortable corrective to the still widespread social misperception of the Romanian involvement in the Holocaust.
Non-Ideological Thinking and Jewish Romanian Identity in Interwar Romania

“I will never cease to be a Jew, of course.

This is not a position I can resign from. You are or you’re not. It’s not a matter either of pride or shame.”

 “It is a pleasure to build and it’s an even greater joy to say farewell to what you have built.”
Mihail Sebastian, For Two Thousand Years
Anti-Semitism was central to the construction of Romanian national identity. Throughout the 19th century and the first half of the 20th, the narrative of Romanian national identity entailed the rejection of the foreigner, in general, and of the Jew, in particular, who was perceived as being both an internal (non-Christian) and an external (cosmopolitan) foreigner.
 Jews were widely perceived as “alien to the nature of our society.” 
 With very few exceptions, the modernizing Romanian elites, liberal and conservative alike, tended to be anti-Semitic. Romania was the last country in Europe to grant Jews citizenship, in response to the pressure exerted by the European powers after World War I. However, the end of the war only increased anti-Semitism in the country, due to the addition to Romania of territories that contained vast numbers of Jews, especially in the cities. 
Mihail Sebastian was born in 1907, in Braila, a port city by the Danube, in a Jewish family. While very young, Sebastian was noticed by Nae Ionescu, “a professor of logic and metaphysics who was also a journalist and politician of the time.”
 In 1927 Ionescu brought Sebastian to work for Cuvintul, one of the leading Bucharest newspapers of the time, where he remained until its closing in 1934. Sebastian was one of the founding members of Criterion, an association which hoped to give a new critical direction to Romanian culture and brought together in this enterprise leading figures of Romanian intelligentsia, such as Mircea Eliade, Eugène Ionesco, and Emil Cioran, around the charismatic figure of Ionescu. Throughout the 1930s, most members of Criterion became increasingly anti-Semitic and fascist, while Nae Ionescu became known as “the Romanian ideologue of an integral and xenophobic nationalism.”
 
Despite their increasing commitment to fascism, Sebastian separated himself slowly and with difficulty from the members of Criterion and he never fully gave up his relationship with Nae Ionescu (who died in 1940). 
 One explanation is that Sebastian saw himself as part of a generation that shared “the same dialogic space, whatever their differences, conflicts, affinities, or aversions.”
 Sebastian captures best his vision of the commitment of his generation to the same space of conversation in an article in which he expresses his belief in the mission of Criterion: to cultivate “respect for ideas,” which requires individuals to set aside their personal biases so that an objective debate becomes possible, where speakers present and discuss ideas that go against their own intellectual and political orientation.
 The commitment to the importance of creating and preserving a common space of discussion expresses Sebastian’s larger conception about the role a critic should play in a society and its culture, a conception that positively expresses his marginality.
As a Jewish Romanian intellectual, Sebastian experienced a double marginality. As a Romanian, he felt excluded from a Europe that narrowly defined itself in terms of its Western heritage.  At the same time, he was in the difficult position of a secular Jew who could not fully belong either to the Jewish minority or to the dominant Romanian majority. However, in contrast with many of his friends from Criterion, who transformed their perceived Eastern marginality to a decadent Europe into the feverish awaiting of a sweeping (fascist) revolution that would bring about the new man,
 Sebastian opted for a different path. He turned his marginality into an endorsement of individualism and of the power of lucid thinking
 to doubt absolute truths and resist the claims ideologies make to total allegiance to an idea. 
Sebastian wrote For Two Thousand Years from the position of an individual and of a critic, two stances that he embraced with firmness throughout his life. In his view, a critic should engage in exercises of observation,
 which are to be conducted with lucidity and clarity. He should play a role of “vigilance and verification” in a culture, with measure, irony, and skepticism, thus keeping enthusiasm and confusion at bay.
 However, while lucid, skeptical, and ironic, the critic should not write to reject or accept, but to understand,
 because “a critical judgment is a deliberate act of sympathy and at the same time an act of refusal.”
 Only by thus combining in his judgment sensibility and skepticism, the critic will make a culture aware “both of its diversity and of the harmony of these diversities.” 
 Careful to establish incompatibilities, the critic will not fail to act as an “agent of dialogue” and as a mediator of debate,
 who, because of his intelligence and sincerity avoids succumbing to the position of a partisan.
  

For Two Thousand Years was written as a fictional journal. Its narrator– a young Jewish man (Sebastian), who tries to establish a sense of identity in the modernizing Romanian society of the 1920s and 1930s – acts as an “agent of dialogue” and a mediator of debate, who, in his conversations with the different characters of the novel, does not completely reject or embrace any of their opinions, but rather tries to establish both the differences and the commonalities that might exist between them.  The exercise can be described with the same words that Arendt uses to characterize Lessing’s conception of independent and free thinking, as the effort to establish “an area in which there are many voices and where the announcement of what each ‘deems truth’ both links and separates men, establishing in fact those distances between men which together comprise the world.” 
  The different voices that Sebastian engages in his novel represent some of the most important ideologies of the time. Ghita Blidaru (modeled after Nae Ionescu) stands for a Romanian nationalism that defines national identity around the autochthonous values of peasantry and Eastern Christianity. Mircea Vieru (modeled after the writer, literary critic, and philosopher Camil Petrescu) stands for a modernism defined by Cartesianism. Abraham Sulitzer, a seller of Yiddish books, stands for Judaism,
 Sami Winkler and Berl Wolf for Zionism, while S. T. Haim (modeled after the communist Belu Zilber) stands for Marxism.
  
It is Sebastian’s art in this novel to discuss each of these ideologies from the position of the individual observer and the critic, whose aim is to reveal both the truth in each of them and their blind spots. The exercise is one of critical thinking and the intention is to open up a space where the dialogue between the different opinions can take place. Scrutinizing the nationalism of Blidaru, the author values its attachment to life and the concrete, and, consequently, the rejection of abstraction,
 as reflected by the choice of the novel’s hero to become an architect,
 someone who can “achieve anything in this world of earth, stone, and cement.”
 At the same time, Sebastian criticizes Blidaru, who, despite his embrace of peasant values, fails to think like a peasant, who humbly accepts that life is more creative and forceful than any intellectual and ideological commitment. As a result, Blidaru’s embrace of traditions ends up as mere traditionalism, because he fails to make traditions alive as vehicles of modernization, which successfully embody European values into the spirit of the local. For Blidaru, Europe remains just an illusion, an aesthetic and gratuitous phantasy, strictly for personal enjoyment. 

Sebastian admires Mircea Vieru’s modernism, which values experiment and innovation
 and “believes in universal values that transcend any national borders.
 However, more than anything else, the narrator of the journal-novel understands that he shares with Vieru, who has been ostracized in a traditionalist country like Romania for his modernism, the plight of the outcast and the marginal.
 Unfortunately, as much as Blidaru, Vieru proves unable to think, since he cannot engage ideas in life and with life. The proof is his failure to translate the experience of being a pariah into a criticism and repudiation of anti-Semitism. As much as anybody else in the novel, conservative or liberal, traditionalist or modernist, Vieru entertains anti-Semitic ideas and feelings in total ignorance of the evidence provided by the socio-economic and cultural situation of the Jews in Romania – the worst possible way for a Cartesian.
 One result of Vieru’s blindness to reality is his refusal to pay serious attention to traditional and rural life in Romania, to its power to organize communal space, the realm where the architect has to build after all. Vieru’s modernism proves to be, in the end, as abstract and uprooted as the Cartesianism that he professes.

Despite Haim’s ideological fanaticism, 
 the hero/narrator of the journal-novel admires the pariah’s sense of justice that moves this Jewish Marxist.
 Moreover, although not a Zionist, concerned as he was that such a militant and ideological enterprise would require renouncing critical spirit and vigilance,
 he admires the determination of the Zionists to build a country, “an absolutely epic adventure,”
 which might require a “bit of madness, a certain self-confidence, even a little recklessness.”
 At the same time, the hero/narrator of For Two Thousand Years detects in the Zionist capacity to see oneself as part of a larger whole
 a possible corrective to the dangers of a hyper-critical Cartesian fence-sitter. As the French Marcel Buret, one of the characters in For Two Thousand Years, this can lose his moral sensibility and, as a result, start thinking that other individuals are there to just play amusing games with them. The argument reflects Sebastian’s concern that the distance from which an individual practices criticism might lead to (emotional) separation from others. Zionism opens his eyes to the fact that, in order to avoid turning the observing gaze into indifference to life and the human dignity of others, the practice of criticism needs to establish a middle ground between self-control and (emotional) commitment to a cause that requires solidarity, between solitude and the ability to remain with others and enmeshed in the world, caring for it and for its members.

For Sebastian, Yiddish was not enough of a living language and tradition to integrate Jews into the culture of the countries in which they live. The fear was that Yiddish literature breathed too much of the isolation and artificiality of the ghetto. At the same time, the way in which he makes Sulitzer speak in For Two Thousand Years about the Jewish neighborhood as bringing in its folk-culture the “edgy, gritty urban realism of the ghetto and the mysticism of the synagogue”
 is extremely vivid and moving. Sulitzer reminds Sebastian of his maternal grandfather, a watchmaker, who lived between the daylight order of reason, symbolized by the mechanisms of the watches, and the nocturnal universe of the synagogue, never being able to run away from himself, from the memory of Jewish persecution and suffering. 
As the narrator of the journal-novel points out, his maternal grandfather “lived in the Middle Ages and I live today. We are separated by centuries. I don’t read the books he read or believe the things he believed in, I am surrounded by different people and have other preoccupations. And yet today I feel I am his grandson, his direct descendent, heir to his incurable melancholy.”
 As Sulitzer and as his own maternal grandfather, Sebastian finds it hard, if not impossible, to chase away memories and nostalgias. The impossibility of running away from his Jewish heritage appears both as a burden, as the suffering and isolation of the pariah, and as redemption, because it is, after all, the inability to let (the memory) go that infuses the lucidity and vigilance that Sebastian practiced throughout his life, as a friend, as a literary critic, and as the journal-writer who refuses to close his eyes and escape into an imaginary world. 
While the image of Europe, which gives Sebastian the power to resist injustice, persecution, and narrow-mindedness,
 helps him to escape the burden of past suffering for the healthy purpose of building a future, his Jewish heritage anchors his sense of identity in the ineradicable nostalgias and sensibilities of a place. 
Sebastian linked his identity to a place, Baragan, the vast steppe in the southern part of Romania, bordered by the shores of the Danube, which, as he emphatically declares in the novel, belongs to him not in a legal and abstract way, “under constitutions, treatises, and laws, but bodily, through memory, through joys and sorrows.” It would be deceiving to think that by defining his identity through a place, Sebastian embraced parochialism or the love of the Romanian nationalists for the autochthonous. The place that defines Sebastian’s identity is a border zone (of intertwined memories and identities) and a cosmopolitan area, as in his native town, Braila, where “Greeks, Turks, Romanians, Germans, Italians, and English”
 lived together, a co-existence that represents in his eyes the true modernism that Romania should embrace. In defining his identity through a place and his memories, Sebastian rejects pure identities
 (which, as Arendt points out, assimilationists see as “a totally unified, undifferentiated organism,”
 while isolationists, like the Zionists, see as an inalterable substance that remains foreign and unconnected with the narratives and memories of other places
), which are in his eyes just an ideological fiction. 

To pure identities (as expressed by the official Romanian narrative of national identity as ethnically homogenous) Sebastian opposes a view of identity that is multilayered: that of “a Jew, a Romanian, and a Danubian,”
 and, I would add, a European. The blend, he admits, can be dissonant, which does not, nevertheless, exclude agreement.
 It is a hard-earned agreement, one traversed by internal difficulties, an agreement that requires the constant work of thinking critically, outside the unproductive insider/outsider dichotomy, as a conscious pariah, who does not entirely belong to a group and its ideas nor is entirely alien to it. Only from this position, can Sebastian act as an “agent of dialogue” and claim a multilayered identity. Because he is neither totally inside (parochial) nor totally outside (non-committed),
 Sebastian can establish differences/incompatibilities and, find, at the same time, possible bridges between Europe and the Balkans, between modernity and local traditions, between the solitude of the thinker and the commitment of the man of action, between analysis and sensibility. 
To think from a position that is neither totally inside nor totally outside (an intellectual position and/or community), with utmost attention to nuances, and with care to find what both separates and brings together different ideas and opinions, represents, in Sebastian’s view, the very opposite of ideology (understood as the tyranny of an idea). Non-ideological thinking is non-dogmatic and flexible, individual, independent, and critical. It is “grounded in the world”
 and takes its bearings from experience, because it does not fail to respond to what claims attention in the here and now (it is a form of “thinking attention,”
 in Arendt’s words). Moreover, non-ideological thinking knows how to say farewell to ideas (in Sebastian’s metaphor, non-ideological thinking, as a good architect, knows when to say farewell with joy to what it built) when they become tyrannical, concerned as it is to remain fluid
 and be an exercise in moderation. Non-dogmatic and independent thinking was Sebastian’s “weapon” against the growing tendency among the intellectuals and politicians of the time (prevalent among his friends from Criterion) to surrender their individuality (and, eventually, their humanity) to the luring of extreme ideologies and absolute truths and thus betray their role to develop and maintain the public realm and a critical culture in Romania.
Refusing to Be a Man in Uniform: Dark Times and the Example of Montaigne
“How happy are people with an idée fixe. They at least can keep calm and still think they understand. For Communists, even for our own, things are in order and ‘the revolution is marching on.’ Whatever the Soviets do is the right thing. 

For the Legionaries (a term that is being resurrected), a German victory is assured and a perfect life will arrive in its wake.

And I? I who believe in neither the one nor the other, and who try to make up my mind not with prejudices but with facts? Isn’t it enough to drive you out of your mind, to make you give up in despair?”
Mihail Sebastian, Journal

“I have always avoided absolute truths, those that you place in your pocket as you would a gun permit. I tried to preserve my modest, but tenacious right, to understand things in their nuances and differences. I am not a partisan: I am always a dissident. I trust only the solitary human being, but this one, I trust very much”
Mihail Sebastian, How I Became a Hooligan (my translation)

Three years before the publication of For Two Thousand Years, Sebastian asked Nae Ionescu to write a preface to the novel. The hope was that the preface will function as an “act of understanding” and an “act of peace” that will matter beyond literature, since Ionescu showed previously interest in and respect for Judaism, to the point that, in 1928, he was invited to give a talk to Romanian Zionist circles.
 Despite the fact that Ionescu radically changed his political views by 1934,
 the year of the novel’s publication, Sebastian decided to go ahead and publish the novel with the preface. Ionescu’s preface, profoundly anti-Semitic, set the stage for the misunderstanding of the novel, by focusing the ensuing debate on the irresolvable and eternal conflict between Christianity and Judaism. The opportunity of securing a common space, where a critical discussion on the issue of national identity could take place, along the lines of non-dogmatic and non-ideological thinking suggested by Sebastian’s novel, and a temporary agreement between different opinions could be found, was lost. Choosing sides and absolute truths became the driving slogan of the day. Against the growing ideological noise of the time, Sebastian articulated in the collection of essays, How I Became a Hooligan, his belief in the political importance of individualism and independent thinking and delivered, in the process, a strong criticism of public culture and politics in interwar Romania, in the name of freedom and moderation.

In How I Became a Hooligan, Sebastian characterizes his time as one when collectivities matter more than individuals, when both communists and fascists “make the ‘spirit of the barracks’ the axis of their political actions and their moral justification. “The man in uniform,” Sebastian writes, “is the type of human grandeur that extremist movements of both right and left try to impose on our time. Black, brown, blue, and green shirts violently simplify ideas, attitudes, and feelings, reducing them to a color, to a sign, to a shout.”
 All nuances and possible doubts are destroyed. All that is left are two or three absolute and nebulous truths that cannot be questioned by anybody but which everyone has to die for.
 In short, “the man in uniform is infallible” and craves for fiction. Sebastian’s “man in uniform” is the very incarnation of Arendt’s totalitarian man who longs to escape from the contingency of the world into the perfect consistency of an imaginary universe. The trouble is, Sebastian points out, that infallibility dehumanizes individuals and “annuls every source of their understanding and sympathy.” Against the claim to infallibility, Sebastian affirms his belief in fallibility, which is not “a sterile skepticism, but a strong refusal of abandonment, of blind obedience, of unlimited admiration.”
 
The fascination with spectacle, Sebastian points out, reigns supreme in the society of his time and its politics, which brings multitudes together as one, through ceremonies and fictions, inebriating them with both power and subjection. Paradoxically, through such mass spectacles, individuals enjoy getting power from total subjection, from the fact of moving and feeling as one, of being made one by a membership card, by an anthem, by a leader.
 In Sebastian’s view, to get voluptuously lost in the seduction of spectacle and in the double inebriation of power and subjection is to give up lucidity and renounce yourself. The temptation, however, is powerful, he points out, because “attention is not comfortable, severity with yourself is not pleasurable, and being awake is not restful.”
 In short, in Sebastian’s reading, all the signs of his time show the desire, of both extreme left and extreme right, to announce the death of the individual, which is, in his opinion, just another word for the death of the critical spirit and freedom. In short, it is another word for the death of the human being.
 Thus, Sebastian concludes, to resist indoctrination and conformity is part and parcel of an integral humanism,
 because the right of the individual to his interiority and his solitude, which is intrinsic to the very activity of thinking, is a fundamental right, constitutive of individual freedom and human dignity. 
Sebastian is of the opinion that the tendency of his time, to place absolute truths in a mental pocket as one would place a gun permit and use them to intimidate and threaten those who think differently,
 can be best fought from “a position of vigilance and criticism,”
 of self-knowledge and dialogue with oneself and with others. An individual, Sebastian warns, can never be vigilant enough.
 Haunted by this anxiety, the hero/narrator of For Two Thousand Years constantly practices a form of reflective exercise, where he takes distance from himself and even plays the game of having a double, only in order to make sure that he watches himself tirelessly and does not fail to reflect on his actions and doubt his opinions.
 The exercise is reminiscent of Arendt’s belief in the ability of thinking – defined as the Socratic dialogue with myself through which I examine myself, my opinions and my actions – to activate conscience and the power to discern right from wrong and to teach me, as a result, how to also conduct myself toward others.
 

However, the thinker who helped Sebastian to keep the right course through the dark times he had to live in and inspired his effort to articulate an ethos that values the dignity of the self, its lucidity and vigilance, its freedom and independence, as well as love for the world and respect for others was not Socrates, but Michel de Montaigne.  Throughout the fascist years in Romania, Sebastian found in Montaigne’s Essays increasing support in the struggle to preserve his sanity and the courage to resist the darkening of the world. Montaigne (Sebastian walked around with a copy of his Essays in the pocket of his jacket)
 and Shakespeare (who “read Montaigne and was passionately fond of his Essays,” as Sebastian observes in his Journal) were two of the companions
 that helped him, throughout the 1930s and 1940s, to not give up the attempt, painful at times, to think and “uncover the meaning of things amidst this terrible chaos.”
 

Elisabeth Young-Bruehl describes Montaigne as “an admirer of the world’s greatest self-examiner, Socrates,” who thought that “only a soul in which judgment takes the lead can be said to be in harmony with itself and happy.”
 The description makes one wonder why Arendt – who relies too much, in her conceptualization of the activity of thinking on the model of philosophy and Socrates, as the exemplary thinker
 – bypassed Montaigne in her theorization of the activities that make up the life of the mind and of the idea of thinking as “a kind of action.” As it had been argued, would Arendt have turned to Montaigne, in the attempt to theorize mental life and its relationship with action, she would have been able to better articulate the intertwining of thinking and judging in a manner that is more in tune with the dynamism suggested by the metaphor of the life of the mind and with the activism that infuses thinking in dark times.
 An important proof in support of this argument is provided by the fact that, in the dark times of the 1930s and 1940s, Sebastian was not alone in finding support in Montaigne’s work and spirit. At the time, Montaigne was perceived, by thinkers like André Gide, whom Sebastian admired very much, and Stefan Zweig, as a beacon of moderation and tolerance, of independence and integrity, a model, as Gide puts it, for inspiring resistance to “the herd instincts of submission and cowardly acceptance”
 that colonized society with the advent of totalitarian movements and politics. 
Writing about Montaigne, in 1941, a few months before he committed suicide at the beginning of 1942, Stefan Zweig thought it to be remarkable that, in his self-observation and self-examination, Montaigne never completely withdrew from the world. Montaigne, Zweig observes, was “neither Diogenes, who hides in his urn, nor Rousseau, who entrenches himself in the monomaniac madness of persecution.” He was never a stranger to the world.
 His thinking (his solitude) was moved by care for the world and thus it aimed to enable his ability to judge and act in the world. It was, perhaps, this ability of Montaigne to never abandon the world in his solitude that inspired Zweig to try to take “a political stand” in the last year of his life,
as Arendt herself, who was, otherwise very critical of Stefan Zweig, points out. 
Sebastian explains that what attracts him to Montaigne’s style of writing is the way this starts from an ordinary aspect and event of life, which he then takes as the basis for initiating a process of reflection, which gradually moves the train of thoughts into an increasingly larger cultural, political, and historical context.
 He appreciates the fact that, as written by Montaigne, the essay takes its impulse from an ordinary event (that belongs to the present), which it then uses to initiate Montaigne’s dialogue with himself, a process of self-examination that, eventually, brings into conversation other people, both historical and fictional. It would not be an exaggeration to say that Sebastian valued above everything else the art with which Montaigne’s essays intertwine attention to the events of life, the dialogue with himself, and the conversation with a larger circle of friends in ways that make thinking and judging grow out of each other in the dynamic manner that best suits the life of the mind. 

On November 25, 1935, the year he started keeping his Journal, Sebastian broadcast on the radio a conference entitled The Immortal Montaigne. In this radio conference, he compared the Essays with a personal journal, in which Montaigne provides a “message of tolerance, humanity, and civility in these times when tolerance, humanity, and civility are on high demand.”
 Montaigne, he argued, is extremely actual in 1935, because he teaches you to watch yourself “with lucidity, with calm, without fanaticism, without intolerance, without the desire to flatter yourself, without the desire to humiliate the other – with the only concern of knowing yourself and, if possible, of correcting yourself.”
 Sebastian urged his listeners to take Montaigne’s manner of thinking as a model, because it is moved by “doubts, attempts, and hesitations. It is the thinking of a man that searches. His writing is nothing else for him than a search. It is a way of talking first with yourself, then with other people, so that you can come closer to a truth that will always remain unstable, uncertain, distant…”
 In Montaigne’s way of thinking, Sebastian saw the “weapon” to fight the ideological frenzy of the time and to oppose the mind framework of those who commit themselves to fixed ideas and absolute truths.
In a Journal entry from July 19, 1942, in the middle of the war and of the Jewish persecution, Sebastian writes, “Yesterday I opened Montaigne by chance…, and I couldn’t put it down…Not for a long time – perhaps never – has he seemed so lively, so enchanting, so direct and familiar. Yesterday I read ‘De l’inutile and de l’honnête,’ and today I began ‘De l’éxperience.’ Everything, almost every line, seemed subversive and liable to censorship in today’s world.”
 What Sebastian identifies as being subversive to the spirit of the time was Montaigne’s powerful argument, in On the Useful and the Honourable, for the importance of not prostituting your conscience, of not enslaving your mind to the (Romanian fascist) State and of losing self-esteem by serving (its) bad laws.
 Sebastian had no doubt that Montaigne’s powerful defense, in On Experience, of moderation, courage, freedom, and frankness of speech was subversive to the dominant spirit of the time, as it was his powerful defense of the position that Sebastian so much admired in a critic, that of being an agent of dialogue and a mediator, someone who can always find a middle way,
 because he is neither totally inside nor totally outside, neither totally committed nor totally detached. 
From essay XVIII, Book II, of Montaigne’s Essays, Sebastian learned that the experience of writing can be a form of knowing yourself through the story you tell.
 As Montaigne points out in the essay, if the experience of writing is a form of self-knowledge then it should not be practiced occasionally, but it should bind us to “keeping a long term account.”
 Sebastian embraced Montaigne’s recommendation with utmost seriousness and placed the activity of writing journals, even if fictional, at the center of his literary work and of his life. When he was forced to withdraw from the world, Sebastian took the humanity and the liveliness of Montaigne’s presence in the way he wrote and talked with his readers, his critical thinking, which he admired so much, in the underground activity of keeping a journal. The spirit of Montaigne breathes throughout the pages of Sebastian’s Journal. I do not think it would be an exaggeration to say that Sebastian saw his Journal, after the model of Montaigne, as an island of reason and light, as well as a reminder of how important tolerance, humanity, and civility are in times when ideological frenzy and “the spirit of the barracks” that moves “the men in uniform” take over and destroy the public realm. 
From Isolation to Resistance: The Power of Thinking in Dark Times
“It is an anti-Semitic delirium that nothing can stop. There are no breaks, no rhyme or reason.”

“Somewhere on an island with sun and shade, in the midst of peace, security, and happiness, I would in the end be indifferent to whether I was or was not Jewish. But here and now I cannot be anything else. Nor do I think I want to be.”
 “I am in hell – but in this hell I must discover an area of solitude, to the extent that this is possible.”
“Sad, sad times. What a wave of triviality in which everyone is drowning – out of hypocrisy, cowardice, and self-interest!

Will the day come when it is possible to speak openly about these dark days? I’m sure it will, absolutely sure. I sure like still to be here when it does.
Mihail Sebastian, Journal 1935-1944

In the Journal entry from February 26, 1942, Sebastian records Stefan Zweig’s suicide (happened February 24) and adds passionately that he “shouldn’t have done it; he didn’t have the right,” because during times of distress and death, when entire peoples are targeted for extermination, the right to privacy and to individual gestures, even if liberatory, becomes questionable. 
 Although he longed for an escape from the darkness of the world, Sebastian knew that he has no right to escape into an imaginary world (or even into suicide), and forget the distress and the death that befell the world. He knew that he needs to witness with lucidity what comes to pass and, more importantly, he knew that he bears the responsibility to take reason and freedom into hiding, by turning his private act of writing a journal into a political testimony and “a kind of action.” Sebastian started writing his journal in February 1935, two months after he finished writing How I Became a Hooligan. The intention was clearly that of taking the voice of the individual and of the critic, inspired by Montaigne’s manner of thinking, into hiding, given the increasing difficulty to speak and pass judgments in public that he started experiencing as a Jew. Sebastian saw his journal as a medium for making the critical observations that he could not make in public anymore, as well as a medium for asking questions, in the double sense of asking about the meaning of events and of holding people accountable for what they think and do.
 
In his journal Sebastian tells the story of his gradual exclusion, as a Jew, from the circle of his Criterion friends, for whom he became gradually invisible, at best, a shadow, as he describes himself at some point.
 His civil and political rights were taken away from him. His plays were banished from being performed (because, as he puts it in the journal, “national conscience does not allow a play by Mihail Sebastian to appear on stage in Bucharest”
) and his books were pulled out of the bookstores. Even his access to radio and telephone was denied. Absolute insecurity for his life became dominant during the fascist years in Romania.
 As Sebastian notes in 1942 in his Journal, the increasing sense was one of imprisonment (although Sebastian was never sent to a concentration camp), of feeling “the walls, the barbed wire – and ourselves struggling amid them”
 and of terror, of powerlessness to speak and write,
 in a universe where the “bloodying and mocking of Jews have been public entertainment par excellence.”
 The pages of the Journal express Sebastian’s growing sense of solidarity with all the Jews who were, at the time, almost everywhere in Europe, stripped of their rights, profoundly humiliated and deprived of their human dignity, and, eventually, sent, most of them, to certain death.
 
However, Sebastian did not allow his exclusion and isolation to become loneliness. The activity of keeping a journal allowed him to occupy a position from which to secure and practice “Montaigne’s freedom: an intellectual freedom that defends its solitude,”
 without estranging himself from the world. From this position (of solitude), he found the freedom to criticize a present that he refused to belong to or identify with and the power to fight against its evil.
 While it is true that Sebastian thought that being a writer is an act of presence,
 he also knew that, in dark times, a writer can continue to be present only by not being of the present, because he cannot accept its blindness and evil.
 Functioning to some extent as a refuge
 from a darkening world, the journal made it possible for Sebastian to construct a larger sense of presence, from which the powerlessness of his present could become the power to impact the future.
To turn the powerlessness of his present into the ability to impact the future, Sebastian knew that he had to stop and observe, witness, record, and examine in his journal what came to pass, and anticipate, at the same time, a future audience that would be willing and able to listen to his story and make it part of a meaningful discussion. The Journal was both an act of thinking (the medium of Sebastian’s solitude and freedom) and an action. Expressing the intertwining of thinking and action, Sebastian’s Journal is (simultaneously): (i) an examination, criticism, and rejection of the irrationality, destructiveness, and evil of the present; (ii) an anticipated dialogue with his contemporaries about their blindness and inability to see themselves and their actions in their true light; and (iii) a testimony to the rhinocerization
 of Romanian cultural elites and, at the same time, a call to future national self-scrutiny and dialogue in Romania about the country’s anti-Semitism and the responsibility it bears for the Holocaust. 
To the end of the war and of the military dictatorship in Romania, the habit of keeping a journal allowed Sebastian to not lose his conscience and the critical spirit. Intriguingly, music played an essential role in this respect. In a journal entry from the fall of 1941, Sebastian mentions the English writer, Thomas de Quincey, on the importance of vigilance and anxiety, which should always “accompany an elaborate effort of musical execution.”
 Commenting on the passage from De Quincey, Sebastian (who also wrote musical reviews for a good number of years) remarks that executing, but also listening to music, is neither ‘lull’ nor ‘entrancement,’ but a way to cultivate an anxious and vigilant sensibility, which makes individuals aware of and responsive to what happens to themselves, to others, and to the world. Music made Sebastian a more disciplined and patient listener, a “good listener,” one who can listen “more analytically, more grammatically”
 to the unique sound in things and people, their unique musicality, which, as he confessed in the first book he published, a fictional journal as well, interested him most.
 
It is this anxious and vigilant, almost critical, sensibility (which combines both proximity and distance, engagement and detachment) that made Sebastian into an avid observer and an attentive perceiver of his present. Both qualities are indispensable in a critical and responsible thinker who, like Sebastian, persists in lucidly witnessing and scrutinizing in the journal both his actions and those of others. The Journal conveys to its readers a powerful image of the experience of living in a world that is gradually darkening and closing, where humiliation, insecurity, terror, and death became bed fellows for those who were targeted for exclusion and elimination. At times, facts prove so powerful and overwhelming that Sebastian felt like he had no words or the right feeling and attitude for putting them into a story,
 which made him very dissatisfied and frustrated with the journal because it failed to express “that the man writing it goes from day to day, hour to hour, with the thought of death alongside him, inside him.”
 Still, Sebastian did not renounce the constant effort to understand, reflect on, and judge the facts that he continued to record in his journal. The Journal comes across as an intense and sobering denunciation of Romanian anti-Semitism and of the deep moral failure of the Romanians to assume responsibility for the inhuman treatment of the Jewish minority in a country where, as Sebastian declares, everyone is “a cog in the huge anti-Semitic factory that is the Romanian state, with all its offices, authorities, press, institutions, laws, and procedures.”
 
At the beginning of 1941, Sebastian complains in a journal entry about the artificiality of writing for himself and not for another, as he would in a letter.
 The complaint strikes the readers of the journal as legitimate coming, as it was, from a former journalist and literary critic, who was used to always speak to a public, as it shows the difficulty Sebastian, a great admirer of the epistolary genre, had to write without having an addressee other than himself.
 Given the importance the idea of an audience had for Sebastian, I have no doubt that, while he meant his journal to be primarily a conversation with himself, it is also true to say that Sebastian wrote the journal also in a plural mode. The impression is that Sebastian wanted to recreate through the journal a medium of dialogue and discussion, which was, after all, in his view, the role of the critic, a role that he could not play anymore in the open. Talking with himself and writing for himself, Sebastian also talks with and writes for his friends or with his friends in mind (as potential addressees and interlocutors). However, the deeper his exclusion and isolation, the more Sebastian comes to see his audience as an indefinite future addressee that will, hopefully, be able, in reading his political testimony, to bring to public discussion what he could not, at the time of writing the journal.

The journal abounds in entries where Sebastian reports different conversations, which he continues in the underground of his imagination, by telling his friends, both on the right and on the left, the truth about their political fanaticism, about their anti-Semitism, about their lack of awareness and sensibility, about their incapacity to be consistent in their opinions and behavior and to fully understand the consequences of their choices and actions. Many of the conversations that Sebastian recorded in his journal are with his friend, Mircea Eliade. Sebastian cherished his friendship with Eliade and it becomes clear from the journal how he struggled to preserve their friendship against Eliade’s anti-Semitism and radical embrace of fascism. Sebastian appears very keen in the journal to keep the record of Eliade’s “lyrical, nebulous, full of exclamations, interjections, and rude remarks” about the Iron Guard, the Romanian fascist organization, and about Jews, hoping that a day will come when “things will have calmed down enough for me to read this page to Mircea and to see him blush with shame.”
 Sebastian’s ultimate act of friendship (“We must, must be friends,” to quote the words that Lessing’s Nathan speaks to the Templar) was to believe, at least for a while, that Eliade would regain his lucidity and reason, his individual and independent judgment and free himself from the spell of ideological hallucinations, so that a discussion could take place along the lines of the Criterion ideal.
Sebastian was fully aware of the political stakes of his journal in a country as profoundly anti-Semitic as Romania. Reflecting this awareness, he planned at some point to destroy the journal when his privacy became insecure, due to the unexpected searches of Jewish houses that were initiated by the Romanian fascist state. The journal was smuggled out of Romania, years after Sebastian’s death, in 1961, during the communist regime. At the time, Sebastian’s journal was still a danger to the political regime and, thus risked being confiscated by Securitate, the Romanian secret police at the time. The communist regime in Romania did not recognize the country’s participation in the systematic extermination of the Jews during World War Two, as it did not even recognize the existence of the Jewish minority in the country’s society and culture.
 Sebastian’s Journal was first published in its entirety in 1996, in post-communist Romania. The time seemed to be, finally, ripe for Sebastian’s critical voice to renter the public realm.

Conclusions: A Lesson for Our Time?
The publication of Sebastian’s Journal in 1996 ignited a heated debate in the Romanian “literary and intellectual circles.” Some of the participants to the debate were keen on diminishing Sebastian’s revelations about the rhinocerization of the best of the Romanian cultural elite in the 1930s and during the war, “if they also demanded – as they did – a thorough national soul-searching.” Others, like Gabriel Liiceanu, the publisher of Sebastian’s Journal, tried to identify with Sebastian and likened “his situation as a Jew during the anti-Semitic regimes of the late 1930s and early 1940s to their own troubles as oppressed citizens of communist Romania.”
 

Vasile Popovici, a Romanian diplomat to France at the time of the Parisian publication of Sebastian’s Journal, declared that after reading the Journal “it is impossible to remain the same. The Jewish problem becomes your problem. A tremendous shame extends over a whole period from national culture and history, and its shadow spreads over you as well. You would have not guessed, despite the reading of so many books about the Holocaust, that the evil was so deep and that…people and authors whom you admired came out so tainted, bearing an air of pathetic guilt, which you will never be able to know if it was ever fully assumed or not.”
  
The publication of the Journal returned the voice of Sebastian, the witness and the critic, to the public realm, where it triggered, decades later, the discussion that was impossible at the time when the journal was written. What made Sebastian’s thinking in the Journal “a kind of action” and an active resistance to evil was the ability to initiate in the Romanian society a far reaching, but also divisive, debate about memory and history and about the role of intellectuals in politics. Stirred by the Journal’s story, which worked as a forceful counter-narrative to the official historiography, the debate touched the core of a fundamental problem of Romanian culture and politics: the inability to recognize and assume responsibility for the country’s participation in the Holocaust and to see Jewish suffering during World War Two as belonging to Romanian history,
 as well as the failure to engage in a critical discussion of the legacy of those towering intellectual figures in Romania who, like Eliade, Cioran, and Constantin Noica,
 succumbed to fascist ideology.
 
Sebastian’s Journal confronts its readers with the testimony and judgment of a lucid and vigilant witness and thinker, who did not fail to observe and record both the history of the Jewish suffering during the fascist years in Romania and that of the betrayal by the Romanian intellectuals and politicians of their role to create and preserve the public realm and thus live up to the ideals of a generation that, as the group from Criterion, dreamt of building a critical culture in Romania after World War One. As a result, the story that Sebastian tells in his  Journal calls in a powerful way on its readers to engage in a critical examination of and discussion about their stereotypes and prejudices about others (Jews, but also, by extension, Roma), as well as of the image they have of themselves as a people and a community.
At the same time, Sebastian does not leave his (Romanian) readers today without the tools to engage in the critical examination of the prevalent images of social identity and of the forms of collective memory, as well as of the narrative of national identity provided by the official historiography. As shown by Sebastian’s conception of the role a critic should have in a culture, to be able to engage in this action of critical examination, the reader should think from a position that is neither totally inside nor totally outside (an intellectual stance/community) and, with utmost attention to nuances and differences. He should also try to assess both the truth and the blind spots in opinions, including his own, and act, at the same time, as an agent of dialogue, because he can see what both separates and brings different ideas and identity narratives together. 
The contemporary world experiences a dangerous rise of tribal nationalism and ideological fanaticism, similar to that witnessed by Arendt and Sebastian. With them come extremism and the lack of willingness, even the inability, to find a middle point, between what both separates and brings ideas, identities, and memories together. Sebastian’s ability to transform his marginality as a pariah into an opportunity for critical thinking serves as an example for what today’s darkening world might require from those who want to resist ideologies (and isms in general). Sebastian’s Journal shows that the hardest burden when the world darkens is the courage of the individual to his own solitude, freedom, and critical thinking, as well as the courage to not renounce the search for meaning amid chaos and against the increasing meaninglessness, cacophony, and divisiveness of the overwhelming ideological noise of the time.
By striving to occupy a position, which is neither totally committed to an idea/cause nor totally detached from it, the critical and responsible thinker, who knows that the dark times might be with us for a while, will be able to establish both differences (even incompatibilities) and commonalities between the different opinions that enter the public realm, thus not allowing ideological fanaticism and its extremism to win the day. His thinking position, from which he starts to reflect on this past and judge it and on this future, forming projects of the will, 
 will not be the quiet ‘now’ of the philosopher, but a precarious and disquieting present (of a solitude that does not bracket plurality and of a freedom that does not forget the increasing lack of freedom and corruption of the public realm). Infused with activism and a sense of political urgency, the activity of thinking will thus be “a kind of action” not just as the refusal to join in, but also as the will and the power to make a change in the world by actively resisting and fighting dogmatic and ideological thinking and the fungus-like spread of its evil.
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