Sergiu Codreanu

HISTEU 452

Book Review Paper

“Kiss the hand you cannot bite : the rise and fall of the Ceausescus”

by Edward Behr

  I found the book engaging, revealing and well-structured. It begins with the end, the execution of Ceausescu couple. Notably, Behr is critical of procedure under which Ceausescu couple were executed, as well is skeptical about the extent of their crimes. 
Being critical about haphazard execution of Ceausescu couple, that is not to say that Behr sides in any way sympathetic towards Ceausescu couple. As subsequent chapters show, he is constantly denigrates, justly so, Nicolae Ceausescu of being paranoid, unintelligent and naïve. Behr is even harsher to Elena Ceausescu. Through various events he characterizes Elena in a very despicable light, fitting well with Romanian’s stereotype about her. Behr, though, fully exonerates all children of Ceausescu as being  “the victims of the system as beneficiaries”.

Behr although devoting his chapters primarily to a particular time period, he vacillates quite frequently between pre-socialist Romania and socialist Romania; and between socialist Romania and post-socialist Romania, for the purposes of comparing and contrasting. He especially threads and compares the life of Ceausescu and Iliescu. And as evident, Behr finds Illiescu not much less despicable the Ceausescu.

So, in second chapter the main focus is on late 19th century-early 20th century Romania: its independence, conquest, various kings, their policies and allegiances. 

In third and fourth chapter it is described how communists got to power in Romania. As anywhere else in Soviet Block communists came to power through brute force and manipulations. Once they came to power their leader, Gheorghiu Gheorghiu-Dej begun a purge against his colleagues, some of which, like Petrascanu were sentenced to death (whose  execution took place, ironically, in 1954 after Stalin death), others send in prison, while others made non-person (such as Ana Paulkner). Gherghiu Georghiu-Dej other “achievement” is to be first to “break” or “cool down” relationship with the Moscow.

Gheorghiu Gheorghiu-Dej  tactics were well observed by Ceausescu, and after he comes to power in Chapter 6 and 7, he quickly plays “Khrushchev” by post-humostly condemning Georghiu Gherghiu-Dej. And in chapter 8 he continues to denigrate his relationship with Moscow, taking advantage of the “Cuban Missile-Crisis” and thus acquire a enormous popularity with ordinary Romanians. Thus in chapter 9, entitled as the book, “Kiss the Hand You Cannot Bite”, it is described how Romanians, especially in positions of leadership, went to great trouble to “worship” their leader, including literally kissing his hand (albeit it is a Romanian tradition, kissing of hands is appropriate only as a expression of hospitality towards a lady, not a man). Interestingly
 much of the cult of personality building of Ceausescu were done by the others in Party rather than him. Not so with “Doctor” Elena Ceausescu, who through blatant request, managed to be given credit for scientific works, whose name she couldn’t even pronounce, moreover understand and more so contribute. Through great deal of lobbying Elena managed to obtain many honors in chemistry, by such respected institution as Royal Academy of Sciences, as Nicolae manages to obtain many recognition from such figures as Queen Elizabeth. 


In the subsequent chapter it is described the monstrosity of a huge state apparatus, Securitate. While not every fourth Romanian was a securitate agent, Securitate apparatus was large enough to give that impression. While serving a fairly good deterrent against dissent, Securitate failed to serve as a reliable barometer for the national leader. For one thing, reports of social unrest and indignation were discorouged, and those who passed to Ceausescu were unwisely screened and eliminated by his wife.

Due to the size of the Securitate, Ceausescu was able to remain a in power so long and that 1985-86 plot failed. However even being “lucky” to survive 1985-86 plotting, Ceausecu popularity declined from mid 70s that in early 80s he became hated widespread, and by late 80s not only Ceausescu was unpopular among Securitate but his close nonmenkalatura. 


Some of the strengths of this book is objectivity. While it is clear that author despises old regime, of Ceausescu, he doesn’t wholeheartedly endorsees new regime of Iliescu. In contrary he tries to draw parallel between old and new regimes, and between Ceausescu and Illiescu. As he also draws numerous parallels throughout the text, comparing and contrasting different historical figures, such as Antonescu, king Carl and Mihai, with Ceausescu. Frequent shifts in chronology makes reading more analytical rather than descriptive, and thus more academic.

Some of the noticeable weaknesse of the book, is while some of the events are repeated in great details, such as rising of Ceausescu to power, and some are repetitious, such as Ceausecu during his trial, others are not given enough attention, such as Ceausescu cult of personality (for example there is no description of festivals dedicated to Ceausecu and featuring antique personalities). While the book is overall fair, and well founded in facts I  happened to sense that Elena Ceausescu, is characterized too harshly, even in the light of her misdeeds (while Nicolae’s action are downplayed) and no mention of some, even if few, positive sides. It is not implausible to conclude thus, that Romanian hatred towards Elena, as well author’s disproportional contempt of her, and usage of unquoted charged language, such as “primitive” and “shrewd”, is a subtle form of sexism.


Despite books folk title, the contents of the book is while captivating, not novelized. As I mentioned, the book is very analytical, and puts historical events in proper perspective. (Enough space is devoted for pre-Ceausescu Romania and post-Ceausescu Romania that the student can see the events in proper perspective). Subsequently students interested in Romanian history would find this book, besides a very captivating read, and emotional thriller, a extensive, though not complete, historical work. 
