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In recent years, the Romanian public sphere—and the digital landscape in particular—has been increasingly
dominated by the figure of the Dacians. Crucially, this phenomenon does not concern the historical northern
Balkan communities of the late Iron Age, whom literate Greek and Roman observers generically labelled as
‘Dacians’, often as a mirror projection of their own civilisational anxieties'. Rather, it pertains to the modern
simplified ‘constructs’ an amalgam of narratives and imagery fashioned from classical Graeco-Roman texts and
figurative representations and projected onto the past. These vulgarised constructs have been appropriated
and internalised by a significant portion of the Romanian population, many of whom now identify themselves
as Dacians. Lately, manifestations of this 'neo-identity—individuals garbed in Dacian attire or brandishing
symbols of the late Iron Age—have become visible in sporting arenas, at anti-establishment movements, andin
anti-government demonstrations supported by far-right factions or political parties. They have even surfaced
in the rhetoric of former presidential candidate Calin Georgescu, whose discourse blends nationalistic fervour
with incongruous references to famous Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings® The contemporary global climate
provides remarkably fertile soil for such phenomena. National-populism, currently dominating the geopolitical
stage, frequently instrumentalises a mythologised past as a means of mobilising the masses?; in the Romanian
context, the late Iron Age sits, alongside the feudal/medieval rulers and Orthodox Christianity, in the very

1. For a seminal study concerning the representation of the ‘barbarian’ communities of Iron Age Europe as a mirror projection
of literate classical societies, see Francois Hartog, The Mirror of Herodotus: The representation of the Other in the Writing of
History, trans. Janet Lloyd (Berkeley, Los Angeles & London: University of California Press, 1988).

2. Stefan Baghiu, “Loony platform politics: the Romanian far-right performance and the digital dystopia of 2024,” Journal of
Contemporary Central and Eastern Europe 33, no. 1(2025): 236—237.

3. See, for example, the papers in Berber Bevernage et al., eds., Claiming the People’s Past: Populist Politics of History in the
Twenty-First Century (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2025).
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centre of this movement*. The virtual sphere is similarly saturated with increasingly hyperbolic images and
narratives of the late Iron Age Dacians which, under the aegis of post-truth politics, disinformation, and Al-
generated content, gain mainstream traction via social media algorithms.

This phenomenon—well-recognised within cultural circles both in Romania and abroad—was designated as
“dacopathy” (a term with clinical connotations) by the Belgian-based Romanian writer, journalist, filmmaker, and
translator, Dan Alexe. Positioning himself as an 'outsider’ to contemporary Romanian life, Alexe utilises his two
books—most notably Dacopatia si alte rétdciri roméanesti® [Dacopathy and Other Romanian Aberrations] (first
published in 2015, with a second edition in 2025), but also De-a dacii si romani. O introducere in istoria limbii si
etnogenezei romdnilor® [Playing Dacians and Romans. An Introduction to the History of the Romanian Language
and Ethnogenesis] (2023)—to confront both long-lasting myths embedded in literature, history, and archaeology,
and contemporary narratives currently prevalent on social media. Furthermore, these works effectively deconstruct
and dismantle such myths through a prose style that is characteristically playful and frequently infused with humour.

A Brief History of ‘Dacopathy’

Proto-'dacopathy’ emerged avant la lettre as early as the nineteenth century, rooted in a perceived inferiority
complexthat sought mitigation through notions of exceptionalismand autochthony. During this period, discourses
concerning the Dacian past—given that it would be anachronistic to speak of a formalised archaeology of the
late Iron Age at this stage—were shaped by the prevailing climate of (late) romanticism, national awakening,
revolutionary fervour and, inevitably, resistance to imperial hegemony. At the time, the Romanian lands occupied
a geopolitical nexus at the intersection of three dominant powers: the Austrian (later Austro-Hungarian),
Ottoman, and Russian empires. This intellectual ‘rebellion’ functioned concurrently as a counter-discourse to
the then-hegemonic narrative asserting the purely Latin origins of the Romanian people.” The structural origins
of contemporary ‘dacopathy’ are found in Nicolae Densusianu's Dacia preistoricd® [Prehistoric Dacia] (1913).
Spanning over 1,100 pages, this voluminous work is a pseudo-archaeological narrative built upon mythologised
facts and speculative etymologies. Far from adhering to rigorous academic standards, it functions essentially
as a fantasy novel, depicting an expansive array of deities, heroic figures, and civilisations that collectively
reconstruct a lost prehistoric world. The work's methodology involves a seamless conflation of valid historical and
archaeological data with purely fictional elements, all structured around the fantastical concept of a ‘Pelasgian
empire—a mythical entity presented as the foundational source of global civilisation, with its centre in modern-
day Romania. Despite its profound absence of academic rigour, the work’s strategic obfuscation and compelling
narrative have earned it the status of a ‘Bible’ for the movement in subsequent decades®.

The early interwar years witnessed the wholesale reclamation of the Dacian past and its integration as a
foundational pillar within the reconstructed narrative of the Romanian state—established in late 1918—and
its history. Notwithstanding its reliance on more rigorous and critical methodologies, this nascent scientific
image remained inextricably tethered to nationalist ideology, instrumentalised to legitimise the modern
state through a disciplined reconstruction of the late Iron Age. As has been argued elsewhere'®, the late Iron

4. Today's climate closely mirrors the ‘core pantheon’ of the interwar Iron Guard; here, late Iron Age Dacians, Orthodox Christianity,
and several historical figures were integrated into a narrative of tragic destiny and martial prowess. Through their vocation as
warriors in the most profound sense, these images and figures were presented as spiritual precursors to both ‘the Captain’
(Corneliu Zelea Codreanu) and the broader Legionary movement ‘hagiography’; see here, Milviuta Ciausu, “Panteonul miscarii
legionare” [The Pantheon of the Legionary Movement], in Mituri istorice rom@nesti [Romanian Historical Myths], edited by Lucian
Boia (Bucharest: Editura Universitatii Bucharest, 1995), 199-219.

5. Dan Alexe, Dacopatia si alte ratdciri roménesti, second edition (Bucharest: Humanitas, 2025).

6. Dan Alexe, De-a dacii si romani. O introducere in istoria limbii si etnogenezei roménilor [Playing Dacians and Romans. An
Introduction to the History of the Romanian Language and Ethnogenesis] (Bucharest: Humanitas, 2023).

7. See Ovidia Babu-Buznea, Dacii in constiinta romanticilor nostri. Schitd la o istorie a dacismului [The Dacians in the
Consciousness of Our Romantics: An Outline History of Dacianism] (Bucharest: Minerva, 1979); although published at the zenith
of state-sponsored nationalism during the late Ceausescu era, this work nonetheless offers several compelling perspectives that
merit further analysis; for a recent perspective on the international context, see Anca Parvulescu and Manuela Boatca, Creolizing
the Modern: Transylvania across Empire (Ithaca & London: Cornell University Press, 2022).

8. Nicolae Densusianu, Dacia preistoricd [Prehistoric Dacia] (Bucharest: Carol Gobl, 1913).

9. Mihaela Grancea, “Dacismul si avatarurile discursului istriografic postcomunist” [Dacianism and the Avatars of Post-Communist
Historiographical Discourse], Studia Politica: Romanian Political Science Review 7, no. 1 (2007): 97-98; Mihaela Grancea,
Trecutul de astdzi. Traditie si inovatie in cultura romand [The Past of Today: Tradition and Innovation in Romanian Culture] (Cluj-
Napoca: Casa Cartii de Stiinta, 2009), 200-201.

10. Lucian Boia, Istorie si mit in constiinta romaneascd (Bucharest: Humanitas, 1997), 59; Lucian Boia, History and Myth in
Romanian Consciousness, trans. James Christian Brown (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2001), 65-66; see also

Alin Hent, Rethinking the Late Iron Age Dacians: A Historiographical and Archaeological Perspective on Status Identities (Cluj-
Napoca: Mega, 2025), 4445,
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Age was selected as a focal point because, within the intellectual consciousness, this period represented
the singular historical instance in which a polity encompassed a spatial extent largely congruent with the
territories of the state established in late 1918. To exemplify this, attention must be directed towards Vasile
Parvan, widely regarded as the founding father of Romanian (late Iron Age) archaeology. In his seminal work,
Getica. O protoistorie a Daciei [Getica: A Protohistory of Dacia] (1926), Parvan posited that “Byrebistas the
Getae united within a single kingdom all the tribes of his nation, extending to the northern Carpathians and to
the Black Sea."" This passage—alongside other narratives crafted by Parvan—functions as a retrospective
projection of the Romanian Kingdom as it existed during the reign of King Ferdinand I.

Subsequently, the emergence of the far-right movement during the interwar years resulted in an escalation of
nationalist, even extremist, discourse regarding the Dacian past, mirroring the bellicose atmosphere then prevalent
across the European continent. Concepts of a native ‘racial identity’ were exnumed from the late Iron Age, while
a reconstructed Dacian spirituality—emphasising heroic sacrifice—was instrumentalised to legitimise the cult
of violence central to Romanian far-right ideology. This rhetoric permeated public discourse, the press, and the
literary and philosophical spheres alike, including the works of some of the most notable youth representatives
of Romanian culture at the time, such as Lucian Blaga, Mircea Eliade, and Petre P. Panaitescu. Moreover, the
idiosyncratic ideas of Nicolae Densusianu were perpetuated and further elaborated by various dilettantes, most
notably Nicolae Portocal, loan Alexandru Bratescu-Voinesti, and Marin Barbulescu-Dacu. Although this dark
episode was relatively short-lived, its ideological aftershocks persisted throughout the post-war decades.™

The ultimate origin of contemporary ‘dacopathy’ lies in the robust nationalist movement of late-stage
Romanian ‘communism’ known as ‘protochronism’. Initially formulated to denote the ostensibly pioneering
character of Romanian culture, protochronism is best understood as a tendency to attribute—predominantly
through the use of questionable data and subjective interpretation—an idealised past to the nation as a
whole. As Mihai lovanel delineates more recently in his Istoria literaturii roméne contemporane 1990-2020"
[The History of Contemporary Romanian Literature 1990-2020] (2021), the phenomenon of protochronism
has been analysed through three primary scholarly lenses. The first perspective, advanced by Katherine
Verdery in National Ideology under Socialism: Identity and Cultural Politics in Ceausescu’s Romania™
(1991), situates protochronism within the context of intra-cultural competition for resource allocation
during the 1970s and 1980s. In this framework, protochronism functioned as a legitimising ideology for
the 'nativist’ faction—a group that acted as a counterpart to the ‘synchronist’ or ‘Europeanist’ camp.
The second interpretation, detailed by Alexandra Tomita in O istorie ,glorioasd”. Dosarul protocronismului
romd@nesc® [A ,Glorious” History: The Dossier of Romanian Protochronism] (2007), conceptualises
protochronism as the official state programme of the Ceausescu regime. This framing leads to the
inference that those who opposed protochronist tenets were, by extension, engaged in anti-regime
and anti-communist political dissent. The third approach—which lovanel regards as a synthesis of these
antithetical positions—is found in Lionel Decebal Rosca’'s La umbra timpului in floare. Protocronismul:
prolegomene la monografia unei idei® [In the Shadow of Time in Bloom. Protochronism: Prolegomena
to the Monograph of an Idea] (2013). Rosca interprets protochronism as more than a mere tactical move

11. Vasile Parvan, Getica. O protoistorie a Daciei [Getica: A Protohistory of Dacia] (Bucharest: Cultura Nationald, 1926), 653.

12. Boia, Istorie si mit, 106—107; Boia, History and Myth, 98-99; Grancea, “Dacismul si avatarurile,” 98-99; Grancea, Trecutul de
astdzi, 201-202; Dan Dana, Zalmoxis de la Herodot la Mircea Eliade. Istorii despre un zeu al pretextului [Zalmoxis from Herodotus
to Mircea Eliade: Histories of a God of Pretext] (lasi: Polirom, 2008), 303-328; Gelu Florea, “Thoughts on the Dacians of the
Romanian Historical Imaginary,” Studia Universitatis Babes-Bolyai. Historia 64, no. 2 (2019): 6; Gelu Florea, “Dacii” [The Dacians],
in Enciclopedia imaginariilor din Roménia, Vol. 3: Imaginarul istoric [Encyclopaedia of Imaginaries in Romania, Vol. 3: The Historical
Imaginary], edited by Sorin Mitu (lasi: Polirom, 2020), 37. Alexander Rubel, “Dacian Blood: Autochthonous Discourse in Romania
during the Interwar Period,” in Digging Politics. The Ancient Past and Contested Present in East-Central Europe, edited by James
Koranyi and Emily Hanscam (Berlin & Boston: De Gruyter Oldenbourg), 257-286. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110697445-011;
for a contextual approach of the radicalisation of youth in interwar Romania, see Dragos Sdrobis, Limitele meritocratiei intr-o
scoietate agrard. Somayj intellectual si radicalizare politicd a tineretului in Romania interbelicd [The Limits of Meritocracy in an
Agrarian Society: Intellectual Unemployment and the Political Radicalisation of Youth in Interwar Romania] (lasi: Polirom, 2015).

13. Mihai lovanel, Istoria literaturii roméne contemporane 1990-2020 [The History of Contemporary Romanian Literature] (lasi:
Polirom, 2021), 70, note 6; Initially, Mihai lovanel, Ideologiile literaturii in postcomunismul roméanesc [The Ideologies of Literature
in Romanian Post-communism] (Bucharest: Editura Muzeul Literaturii Romane, 2017), 63 operates with only two scholarly
interpretations of protochronism.

14. Katherine Verdery, National Ideology Under Socialism: Identity and Cultural Politics in Ceausescu’s Romania (Berkeley, Los
Angeles & Oxford: University of California Press, 1991), 167-214.

15. Alexandra Tomita, O istorie “glorioasd”. Dosarul protocronismului roménesc [A ,Glorious” History: The Dossier of Romanian
Protochronism] (Bucharest: Cartea Romaneasca, 2007).

16. Lionel Decebal Rosca, La umbra timpului in floare. Protocronismul: prolegomene la monografia unei idei [In the Shadow of
Time in Bloom. Protochronism: Prolegomena to the Monograph of an Idea] (Cluj-Napoca: Casa Cartii de Stiinta, 2013).
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to resist a return to Socialist Realism following the 1971 July Theses; rather, he views it as a “structural
symptom of a peripheral culture in relation to global modernity.”” More recently, Stefan Baghiu has
proposed a fourth reading, characterising protochronism as a reactionary, yet fundamentally decolonial,
project. Baghiu contends that under Ceausescu “protochronism emerged from political isolation and
desires of economic independence due to Romania’s rift with the Soviet Union and the impossible love
affair with the West."®

‘Dacopathy’ after 1989

Following the collapse of the ‘communist’ regime in late 1989, state-sponsored protochronism arguably
metastasised into ‘dacopathy—a movement distinguished by its financial profitability, decentralised structure,
and inherently anti-academic character. ‘Liberated’ from the official ideology, the discourse asserting the
supremacy of the late Iron Age Dacians rapidly devolved from state dogma into a populist conspiracy theory.
For a society grappling with the profound complexities of post-communist identity, this narrative offered a
compensatory ‘glorious past’ that effectively filled the ideological vacuum left by the previous regime.® This
narrative was and still is predicated upon several recurring pseudohistorical assertions, primarily characterised
by a ‘historical reversal’ of established scholarly models. Within this framework, proponents invert the traditional
linguistic model by claiming that the modern Romanian language does not derive from Latin, but rather that Latin
itself represents a ‘dialect’ of the Dacian or pre-Dacian tongue. Consequently, the Roman conquest of Dacia is
denied, and the military engagements of the late first and early second centuries CE are reframed as merely
“fratricidal’ wars. Furthermore, the narrative positions the Dacians as the primordial civilisers of Europe—in some
cases, of the known world—predating and exerting a formative influence over Greek and Roman cultures, while
simultaneously asserting that monotheism originated amongst the Dacians, rendering Christianity—Orthodox
Christianity—a mere derivative of indigenous religious practices. Proponents also contend that the Tartaria Tablets
represent the earliest writing system in human history, preceding Sumerian script. To insulate these assertions
from rigorous archaeological and historical scrutiny, the movement relies heavily on the "Vatican Secrets’ trope;
this conspiracy theory functions as a universal defence mechanism, positing that the Vatican Library suppresses
stolen Dacian manuscripts proving their historical primacy in order to safeguard the perceived, yet fraudulent,
authority of Western civilisation. To comprehend the phenomenon of post-1989 ‘dacopathy’, one must revisit
the ideological, cultural, and socioeconomic contexts of the early years of the transition.

For the nations of Central and Eastern Europe, the collapse of ‘communism’ inaugurated a period defined
by a profound crisis of sociocultural identity. This era was marked by the dismantling of established social
structures and a simultaneous, often contentious, endeavour to reconfigure a new ‘national’ identity.
These internal processes were inextricably linked to comprehensive political, economic, and social reforms
designed explicitly to affect a decisive decoupling from the structural realities and historical legacies of
the ‘communist’ past. In Romania, these efforts manifested in a wholesale condemnation of the former
‘communist’ reality. This repudiation was largely predicated on equating the previous regime with state-
sponsored crimes—yparticularly those of the early decades—as well as the severe censorship and pervasive
systemic shortages characteristic of the final years of the Ceausescu regime. Consequently, with the
exception of a marginalised group of nostalgics, a broad consensus emerged across all social strata—
encompassing intellectuals, politicians, and, notably, the working class—in denouncing the ‘communist’
legacy. This anti-communist discourse permeated diverse social layers and rapidly diffused across all
cultural domains?, eventually crystallising into the “dominant ideology of the post-communist transition.”'

17. lovanel, Istoria literaturii, 70, note 6.

18. Stefan Baghiu, “Anticolonial protochronism and self-colonizing postmodernism: rethinking cultural strategies in late Socialist
Romania,” Studies in East European Thought (2025). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11212-025-09777-z; see also here Ana Taranu,
“Recurring exceptionalism. Protochronism, cultural autarky, and national identity in (post)socialist Romania,” Studies in East
European Thought (2025). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11212-025-09729-7

19. See also here Zoe Petre, "Burebista, contemporanul nostru. Misticiile revelatii asupra trecutului si refuzul agresiv al democratiei”
[Byrebistas, Our Contemporary: Mystical Revelations regarding the Past and the Vehement Repudation of Democracyl,
Observator Cultural 79, 24 August—3 September (2001). https://www.observatorcultural.ro/articol/burebista-contemporanul-
nostru/. Accessed January 12, 2026. As the title also suggest, the former presidential adviser argued that the persistence and
proliferation of these pseudo-narratives in the immediate aftermath of 1989 signified a rejection of European democratic values;
other opinion in Grancea, “Dacismul si avatarurile,” 95-115; Grancea, Trecutul de astdzi, 197-222.

20.Daniel Barbu, Republica absentd. Politicd si societate in Romdnia postcomunistd [The Absent Republic: Politics and Society
in Romanial, second edition (Bucharest: Nemira, 2004), 107-121.

21. Florin Poenaru, Locuri comune. Clasd, anticomunism, stdnga [Commonplaces: Class, Anti-communism, and the Left] (Cluj-
Napoca: Tact, 2017), 141-157.
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Romanian archaeology was swept up in this shift; yet, the field's transition was deeply shaped by ingrained
mnemonic predispositions—the established ways in which practitioners remembered and processed the
past—which dictated how the communist era was treated and interpreted in the post-communist years.
For instance, anti-communist discourse raised no significant objections to the recycling of pre-1989 ideas,
concepts, and theoretical frameworks. These continued to be mobilised—viewed through a Bourdieusian
lens?>—as instruments for acquiring social and cultural capital, while the discourse merely emphasised the
external pressures exerted upon the discipline during the ‘communist’ regime?3.

Furthermore, anti-communist rhetoric remained silent regarding the agency of those practitioners who
actively facilitated the official ideology. Far from being merely passive subjects of state coercion, a segment
of the academic community functioned as vital conduits for official dogma, parlaying their ideological
alignment into significant academic prestige. Moreover, post-communist anti-communism sought
its historical grounding in the interwar period, frequently overlooking that era’s inherent ‘'nebulosity'—
characterised by extremism, ethnic-racial identity politics, socio-economic insecurity, political violence,
and state-sanctioned crimes. Although elements of interwar literature had already been reclaimed during
the era of national-communism, the early post-communist years witnessed a proliferation of interwar
authors, many of whom were closely affiliated with the far-right Legionary Movement; this intellectual trend
resurfaced with renewed vigour following the abolition of official censorship.?* The early post-communist
years also witnessed two convergent phenomena: a systemic crisis of intellectual credibility and the
disciplinary passivity of specialists. Whilst the communist-era intelligentsia had traditionally commanded
moral authority and societal respect, the post-communist period saw this authority erode, resulting in
the public marginalisation of the broader scholarly community.® This vacuum was compounded by the
professional archaeological community’s general failure to engage in public discourse, opting instead
for a deliberate retreat into the ‘ivory tower’ of positivism and objectivism.?® In doing so, they effectively
ceded the public narrative space to pseudohistorical discourse.

The causes of this retreat are manifold. Of particular note are the precarious conditions of the early
1990s—a period marked by profound socio-economic instability that delayed the dissemination of new
research. Simultaneously, certain influential figures parlayed their former political influence into new-found
cultural authority by establishing new universities and history/archaeology departments.?” This milieu
stifled the introduction of fresh intellectual currents. Furthermore, contact with European archaeology
was restored only cautiously, and there was a significant dearth of updated literature and resources. This
stagnation can also be explained by the survival of a centralised, bureaucratic institutional system—a
direct legacy of the ‘communist’ era. Within this environment, the discipline remained under the aegis of
the magistri (authoritative senior scholars), whose influence ensured the continuity of traditional methods
and interpretation frameworks. This rigid hierarchy effectively suppressed critical perspectives at their
inception; alternative viewpoints were frequently perceived not as legitimate academic challenges, but as
personal affronts to established authority, reflecting the elitism that has long characterised the discipline.
Ultimately, the proliferation of positivist discourse in post-1989 Romanian archaeology indicates that this

22. Pierre Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital,” in Handbook of Theory of Research for the Sociology of Education, edited by John
G. Richardson (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1986), 241-258; Pierre Bourdieu, “Political Representation: Elements for a Theory
of the Political Field,” in Language and Symbolic Power, Pierre Bourdieu (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991), 171-202.

23. More recently, Mihai Barbulescu, Istoria arheologiei din Roménia [The History of Archaeology in Romania] (Bucharest: Editura
Academiei Romane, 2022), 281-296.

24. Doru Pop, “Idei care ne sucesc si ne rasucesc mintile” [Ideas that Twist and Warp our Minds], in Panorama postcomunismului
in Romania [A Panorama of Post-communism in Romania], edited by Liliana Corobca (lasi: Polirom, 2021), 211-212.

25. For a comprehensive analysis of this phenomenon within the context of the early post-communist era, see Cosmina Tanasoiu,
“Intellectuals and Post-Communist Politics in Romania: An Analysis of Public Discourse, 1990-2000," East European Politics and
Societies 22, no. 1(2008): 80-113.

26. Radu Alexandru Dragoman and Sorin Oanta-Marghitu, “Archaeology in Communist and Post-Communist Romania,” Dacia.
Revue d'Archéologie et d’Histoire Ancienne N. S. 50 (2006): 57-76; Radu Alexandru Dragoman and Sorin Oant&-Marghitu,
“Arheologia din Roméania comunist si postcomunista” [Archaeology in Communist and Post-Communist Romania] in Arheologie
si politicd in Romania [Archaeology and Politics in Romania], by Radu Alexandru Dragoman and Sorin Oantad-Marghitu (Baia
Mare: EUROTIP, 2013), 13—-46; Radu Alexandru Dragoman and Sorin Oant3-Marghitu, “Arheologia din Romania in era neoliberal3:
fragmente” [Romanian Archaeology in the Neoliberal era: fragments] in Arheologie si politicd in Roménia [Archaeology and
Politics in Romania], by Radu Alexandru Dragoman and Sorin Oant3-Marghitu (Baia Mare: EUROTIP, 2013), 262-297; Radu
Alexandru Dragoman and Sorin Oanta-Marghitu, “Romanian Archaeology in the Neoliberal era: fragments,” Revue d’Archéologie
et d'Histoire Ancienne N. S. 58 (2014): 325-347.

27. Bogdan Murgescu, A fi istoric in anul 2000 [Being a Historian in the Year 2000] (Bucharest: ALL Educational, 2000) offered
an analysis of the historical (and archaeological) field during the 1990s, including the structural changes.
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approach remains a ‘fast track’ for academic promotion and institutional advancement.?®

The collapse of ‘communism’ in Central and Eastern Europe was, in several respects, also
synonymous with the dissolution of state-sponsored culture. Publishing houses, periodicals, and book
fairs transitioned from being strictly monitored and subsidised by the state apparatus to navigating
the volatility of the free market and nascent capitalism independently. Many intellectuals who had
championed the anti-communist cause found themselves in a precarious, and arguably unforeseen,
position following the regime’s collapse. Although the majority initially welcomed these societal
transformations, their enthusiasm was swiftly tempered as it became clear that few were prepared
to subsidise their elitist aspirations or engage with their specific cultural and scholarly dilemmas.?®
This transformation occurred primarily because the existence of journals, publishing houses, and
book fairs became increasingly precarious—and as it became evident that freedom and democracy
do not necessarily coincide with liberal capitalism, nor does liberty inherently guarantee progress or
prosperity—a segment of the dominant anti-communist discourse evolved into what has recently
been termed “pragmatic anti-capitalism”* (though it was seldom acknowledged as such).

The trajectory of Romanian archaeology is equally illustrative. Most scholarly journals edited by major
central research institutions or regional museums experienced significant publication delays during
the early post-communist years—a phenomenon rarely encountered under the previous regime.
Furthermore, in certaininstances, the withdrawal of budgetary allocations resulted not only in diminished
editorial frequency but also in reduced page counts, a decline directly attributed to the socioeconomic
exigencies of the free-market transition®. These same socioeconomic pressures prompted various
survival mechanisms, ranging from the proliferation of kitsch and mass culture to the postmodern
logic of ‘anything goes'.3? Beyond these—and of particular significance to the present discussion—was
the emergence of publications and events, such as conferences and workshops, funded by private
enterprise. Many of these initiatives were spearheaded by Romanian entrepreneurs who had emigrated
to the capitalist West during the Ceausescu era—often with opaque backgrounds—or by individuals
with demonstrable links to the former Securitate. Such publications and events purported to reveal ‘the
true history of Romania’, a narrative allegedly ‘deliberately suppressed’ by mainstream historiography.

Therefore, during the 1990s and early 2000s, the primary architects of this revised narrative arguably
consisted of a quartet of figures: the financier, losif Constantin Dragan; the populariser, Pavel Corut;
the pseudo-academic, Gheorghe. D. Iscru; and the self-appointed ‘international’ spokesman, Napoleon
Savescu.® losif Constantin Dragan, a wealthy expatriate with historical ties to the far-right Iron Guard and
a pronounced sympathy for national-communism, provided the essential financial infrastructure for the
movement. Having already established himself as a central figure in the protochronist movement during
the late Ceausescu era**—notably through the publication of Noj, tracii*> [We, the Thracians] (1976) and
its associated periodical with the same title launched two years earlie—Dragan significantly expanded
his platform after 1989. This expansion involved the continued publication of pseudohistorical syntheses,*
the founding of the Dragan European University in Lugoj, and the establishment of a multi-platform media

28. See especially Nona Palincas, “On Power, Organisation and Paradigm in Romanian Archaeology before and after 1989,"
Dacia. Revue d’Archéologie et d’Histoire Ancienne N.S., 50 (2006): 7-56; Nona Palincas, “Power and Production of Knowledge
in Romanian Archaeology (And a Few Comments on Ribeiro and Giamakis),” Centre for Advanced Study Sofia Working Paper
Series 14, no. 5 (2024): 98-132.

29. Baghiu, “Anticolonial protochronism.”

30. Teodora Dumitru, “De la anticomunism de principiu la anticapitalism pragmatic: presa literara romaneasca intre 1990 si 1993
[From Theoretical Anti-Communism to Pragmatic Anti-Capitalism: Romanian Literary Magazines Between 1990 and 1993],
Transilvania 3 (2019): 1-7.

31. Mircea Babes, “SCIVA—cinci decenii in slujba arheologiei roméanesti” [SCIVA—Five Decades in the Service of Romanian
Archaeology], Studii si Cercetdiri de Istorie Veche si Arheologie 50, nos. 1-2 (1999): 9; Mircea Babes, “Arheologie si societate. O
privire retrospectiva” [Archaeology and Society: A Retrospective], Revista 22 13, no. 654, 17-23 September (2002): 11; Mircea
Babes, “Arheologie, societate si politica in Romania, inainte si dupa 1989” [Archaeology, Society, and Politics in Romania: Before
and After 1989], Studii si Cercetdri de Istorie Veche si Arheologie 59-60 (2010): 12—13.

32. Mircea Cartarescu, Postmodernismul roménesc [Romanian Postmodernism] (Bucharest: Humanitas, 2024), 458-480; see
also Baghiu, “Anticolonial protochronism.”

33. For a more extensive list, see Grancea, "“Dacismul si avatarurile,” 95-115; Grancea, Trecutul de astdzi, 197-222.

34. See here Boia, Istorie si mit, 113-114; Boia, History and Myth, 105.

35. losif Constantin Dragan, Noi tracii. Istoria multimilenard a neamului roménesc [We, the Thracians: The Millennia-old History
of the Romanian People] (Craiova: Scrisul Romanesc, 1976).

36. losif Constantin Dragan, Istoria romanilor [The History of the Romanians] (Bucharest: Europa Nova, 1994); losif Constantin
Dragan, Imperiul romano-trac [The Romano-Thracian Empire] (Bucharest: Europa Nova, 2000).
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apparatus encompassing a publishing house, television and radio outlets, and various newspapers. Through
some of these channels, he subsidised the notion that Romania represented the primordial cradle of
European civilisation and that the Romanian people were the continent’s most ancient inhabitants.

The former intelligence officer Pavel Corut was instrumental in the commodification of ‘dacopathy’.
In his bestselling espionage fiction series Octogonul [The Octagon], Corut synthesised thriller tropes
with esoteric Dacian mythology,” effectively transitioning the discourse from dry academic debate to a
product for mass-market consumption. Conversely, Gheorghe. D. Iscru functioned as a fringe historian,
providing a vital, albeit spurious, veneer of scholarly legitimacy. In contrast to authors focused on popular
fiction, Iscru® directly targeted mainstream historical education; he aggressively promulgated the thesis
that the Romanisation of Dacia was a biological and historical impossibility, seeking to dismantle the
academically established Roman foundations of Romanian ethnogenesis and identity. Finally, Napoleon
Savescu, a physician based in the United States, made the most concerted effort to project ‘dacopathy’
onto the international stage by furnishing it with a manufactured institutional framework. Through the
establishment of the Dacia Revival International Society, Savescu inaugurated a series of ‘Congresses
of Dacology’ in the early 2000s. Crucially, these events simulate the formal structure of academic
conferences while systematically bypassing the requisite mechanisms of peer review and epistemological
rigour, thereby generating an illusion of scholarly consensus. Savescu's seminal text, Noi nu suntem
urmasii Romei*® [We Are Not Descendants of Rome] (1999), serves as the movement's ideological
manifesto; it represents a vehement rejection of the dominant model of ethnogenesis and advocates for
an unsubstantiated thesis of Dacian civilisational and linguistic primacy. This narrative was perpetually
amplified and disseminated via the periodical Dacia Magazin [Dacia Magazine], which functioned as the
movement'’s dedicated communication channel, ensuring ideological coherence amongst its readership.

The post-1989 manifestation of ‘dacopathy’ witnessed a pivotal evolution amongst its primary
proponents, who transcended mere textual dissemination and fringe gatherings to pursue the
materialisation and institutionalisation of their pseudohistorical tenets within the public sphere. This
process was frequently facilitated by the tacit consent or, in certain instances, the active collaboration
of both municipal and national administrative bodies. The overarching strategy involved the deployment
of substantial financial capital to establish a tangible presence for this revisionist ideology. For instance,
losif Constantin Dragan financed the construction of the colossal rock-hewn sculpture of Decebalus
in the Danube Gorges,*° situated between the modern localities of Dubova and Eselnita in Mehedinti
County; this has since become a prominent tourist landmark. Concurrently, Napoleon Savescu, through
the Dacia Revival International Society, orchestrated a concerted public statuary campaign intended to
integrate this spurious narrative into the collective memory and local topography. Notable examples of
this physical intervention include the erection of the Byrebistas monument (Fig.1) in Orastie (Hunedoara
County), the unveiling of a commemorative statue for Nicolae Densusianu (Fig. 2)—the movement’s
intellectual progenitor—in his birthplace of Densus (Hunedoara County), and the installation of a
monument dedicated to the Tartaria Tablets (Fig. 3) in Tartaria (Alba County). Furthermore, a monumental
sculptural representation of the falx-type curved sword (Fig. 4)—perceived as the ‘national’ weapon
of the Dacians*—uwas installed at the principal entrance to the town of Orastie. It may be argued that
these coordinated initiatives successfully translated a fringe discourse into tangible, spatially embedded
cultural artefacts, thereby securing a degree of de facto official sanction for this pseudohistory.

‘Dacopathy’ in recent years
In subsequent years, this specific mode of discourse was sustained by the widely circulated weekly
Formula AS, which synthesizes themes of spirituality—ranging from Eastern Orthodoxy to New Age

37. lovanel, Ideologiile literaturii, 197; lovanel, Istoria literaturii, 481-482; Bianca Felseghi, “Corut, nainte de toate (l). Biografia
si legenda” [Corut, First and Foremost (l): Biography and Legend], Scena9, January 17, (2023). https://www.scena9.ro/article/
pavel-corut-conspiratie-biografie. Accessed January 10, 2026; Bianca Felseghi, “Corut, inainte de toate (II). Opera” [Corut, First
and Foremost (I1): The Works], Scena9, January 17, (2023). https://www.scena9.ro/article/pavel-corut-conspiratii-securitate-
carti. Accessed January 10, 2026.

38. Gheorghe D. Iscru, Traco-geto-dacii. Natiunea matcd in spatiul carpato-danubiano-balcanic [The Thraco-Geto-Dacians:
The Matrix Nation of the Carpatho-Danubian-Balkan Space] (Bucharest: Nicolae Balcescu, 1998).

39. Napoleon Savescu, Noi nu suntem urmasii Romei [We Are Not Descendants of Rome] (Bucharest: Intact, 1999).

40. Beneath the colossal rock-hewn sculpture lies an inscription, paradoxically written in Latin, which reads: DECEBALUS REX—
DRAGAN FECIT ('King Decebalus—made by Dragan’).

41. For a deconstruction of this narrative, see Alin Hent and Daniel Cioatd, “Debunking a Myth: the Dacian Curved Sword Between
Historiographical Discourse and the Archaeological Realities,” Journal of Ancient History and Archaeology 8, no. 1(2021): 5-18.
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mysticism—with alternative medicine and, inevitably, ‘hidden’ Dacian histories. This narrative was
further disseminated through a series of frequent, arguably obsessive, articles in the daily newspaper
Adevdrul [The Truth], largely authored by Daniel Guta. Furthermore, a succession of prominent public
figures has championed ‘dacopathy’, most notably Gheorghe Funar, who served three consecutive
terms as the Mayor of Cluj-Napoca between 1992 and 2004. Concurrently, paralleling the increased
influence of television and the subsequent expansion of the internet throughout the 2000s and 2010s,
‘dacopathy’ proliferated to such an extent that Dan Alexe, in his aforementioned work Dacopatia si alte
ratdciri roménegti*? [Dacopathy and Other Romanian Aberrations], was able to identify an extensive
online documentary corpus. This trend may be viewed as entropically correlated with the waning
authority of the centralised educational system.** At present, a significant portion of the populace
appears to lack either the critical faculties or the requisite motivation to distinguish between credible
scholarship and unsubstantiated information. A paradigmatic example of this phenomenon is provided
by the documentaries Dacii. Adevdruri tulburdtoare [The Dacians: Unsettling Truths] and Dacii. Noi
dezvdluiri [The Dacians: New Revelations], both of which remain accessible on digital platforms such
as YouTube. Produced and narrated by the self-styled ‘polymath’ Daniel Roxin, these films perpetuate
the aforementioned tropes: that the Dacians constitute the exclusive ancestral lineage of modern
Romanians and that their societal achievements underpin much of European civilisation. The inclusion
of various non-specialists—including journalists, university professors from disparate disciplines, such
as Gheorghe D. Iscru, and former high-ranking military officers such as Mircea Chelaru, a current senator
who paradoxically serves as Vice-President of Comisia permanentd comund a Camerei Deputatilor si
Senatului pentru relatia cu UNESCO [The Joint Standing Committee for Relations with UNESCO]—
invests the narrative with a veneer of academic rigour, thereby manufacturing a persuasive illusion of
scientific legitimacy. A further salient example is provided by the well-known television channel Nasul
TV [Godfather TV], which devotes a significant proportion of its programming to such pseudohistory.
Significantly, only a limited number of specialists have formally challenged the tenets of ‘dacopathy’.
An initial wave of criticism emerged concurrently with the holding of the first ‘Congresses of Dacology'.
Scholars such as Zoe Petre,** Mircea Babes,*> and the palaeographer and linguist Dan Ungureanu?®
contested the premises of this pseudo-narrative within the pages of Observator Cultural [The Cultural
Observer]. Regrettably, as a publication dedicated to cultural information and analysis, its reach was
restricted to a relatively narrow audience. A further surge of criticism was prompted by the release of
the two aforementioned documentaries. On these occasions, professors—most notably Zoe Petre*
and loan Piso*®*—were invited to provide commentary in national newspapers. Nevertheless, remarkably
few critiques of these pseudo-histories have been articulated within extensive scholarly articles or
books.*® Crucially, the decision of these academics to publicly counter the dacopathic narrative has
frequently resulted in their characterisation as ‘national traitors’ by adherents of the ideology.*°
Perhaps unsurprisingly, contemporary proponents and key figures of ‘dacopathy’ have demonstrated

42. Alexe, Dacopatia.
43. See also here lovanel, Ideologiile literaturii, 197.
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observatorcultural.ro/articol/renasterea-daciei/. Accessed January 12, 2026.
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anotable convergence with modern anti-establishment movements. Specific advocates, such as Daniel
Roxin, emerged as some of the most vociferous and prominent critics of the government response
to the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent global vaccination campaign, while also remaining
actively engaged in recent elections.® At present—Ilargely due to a climate where a significant portion
of the population disengages from long-form text, or struggles with reading comprehension (the
rate of functional illiteracy in Romania being nearly 50%)—this fringe historical narrative is primarily
disseminated via rapidly expanding social media channels. These include video-sharing platforms such
as YouTube and short-form content on Facebook and TikTok. Such digital environments facilitate
the widespread distribution of ‘dacopathy’, effectively bypassing traditional gatekeepers—namely
academia and some well-intentioned journalists. The resulting online communities and information
silos have exerted a significant, measurable influence, particularly during the turbulent political climate
surrounding the annulled presidential elections of late 2024.52 This active political role, wherein fringe
narratives shape real-world electoral dynamics, exemplifies a broader, transnational phenomenon
recently characterised by observers as ‘loony platform’ politics®**—a term referring to the impact of
ideologically extreme content that gains mainstream traction via social media algorithms.

The fluidity with which ‘dacopathy’—this myth-centric pseudo-historiographical claim—has coalesced
with the contemporary global polycrisis (encompassing the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent
vaccination campaign, economic instability, the Russian invasion of Ukraine, Trumpism, etc) exemplifies
a burgeoning phenomenon. Within a landscape increasingly defined by post-truth politics, ‘fake news’,
and the proliferation of Al-generated content, historical revisionism serves as a structural pillar of modern
national-populist mobilisation against perceived global elites and scientific consensus. As Jason Stanley
has contended, these represent the fundamental mechanisms through which fascism operates: “Fascist
politicians justify their ideas by breaking down a common sense of history in creating a mythic past to
support their vision for the present. They rewrite the population’s shared understanding of reality by twisting
the language of ideals through propaganda and promoting anti-intellectualism, attacking universities and
educational systems that might challenge their ideas. Eventually, with these techniques, fascist politics
creates a state of unreality, in which conspiracy theories and fake news replace reasoned debate."*

Furthermore, recent years have witnessed a phenomenon that may be labelled as the ‘commodification’ of
the past®®. This trend was initiated by historical re-enactment associations and non-governmental organisations
specialising in the late Iron Age and the Roman period. Often established in close proximity to cultural institutions
such as museums, these groups were frequently spearheaded by specialists seeking a ludic escape from the
quotidian—a pursuit that allowed them to apply their professional expertise beyond the formal constraints of
their institutional roles. Moreover, participation in such activities served as a pragmatic means of supplementing
salaries that were, and remain, chronically precarious when compared to those of other liberal professions.

Over time, however, these groups have transcended their initial cultural boundaries, with their numbers
increasing considerably in recent years. It remains unclear whether this exponential growth is a result of a
favourable sociopolitical and economic context, or whether it reflects a contemporary society in search
of identity, perhaps under the influence of ‘dacopathy’. What is certain is that re-enactment groups now
market their services to both local and central public authorities at the public expense, while selling various
products—such as elements of Dacian attire, adornments, and dress accessories or modern apparel—
to the general public. Moreover, whilst re-enactment groups ostensibly profess adherence to evidence
gleaned from both classical literature and the archaeological record in their attempts to reconstruct
Dacian attire, craftsmanship, ritual, and weaponry, the resulting representations are frequently historically
incongruous or even farcical. Furthermore, the pedagogical framing of this information, alongside the
specific societal facets prioritised by these groups, serves primarily to aggrandise the Dacian past in a

51. Alexandra Cotofan3, “Weaponising the Alliance for the Unity of Romanians (AUR): Novelties and Continuums in Romania's
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manner that closely parallels the ideological hallmarks of ‘dacopathy’.%®

Furthermore, within the contemporary economic landscape, the Dacian past has emerged as a
remarkably remunerative asset. This fiscal phenomenon suggests a profound affinity between the ‘Dacian
market’ and the mechanisms of capitalism—an economic system which, if one is to credit the more
ambitious local pseudo-narratives, the late Iron Age Dacians may very well have pioneered themselves. At
present, several online retailers (pravaliadacilor.wordpress.com; www.colorescu.ro; www.dacia-art.ro—
which belongs to Daniel Roxin) specialise in the sale of Dacian-themed merchandise, including books,
magazines, apparel, and various trinkets. For a brief period, a physical establishment named Lupul Dacic
[The Dacian Wolf] even operated within Bucharest's historic Old Town, owned by the same Daniel Roxin.

Conclusions
The trajectory of post-1989 ‘dacopathy’ reflects a profound shift in the Romanian collective imaginary,
representing the point where state-sponsored protochronism metastasised into a decentralised,
commercially driven, and digitally amplified conspiracy theory. This evolution was not accidental; it was
facilitated by a systemic crisis of intellectual credibility following the collapse of the communist regime
and a persistent professional retreat into the ‘ivory tower’ of positivism/objectivism. As academic
archaeology focused on traditional methodologies, it inadvertently surrendered the public narrative to
financiers, pseudoscientists, and ‘dilettantes’ who repurposed the late Iron Age into a compensatory
‘glorious past’ for a society grappling with post-communist identity. The contemporary manifestation
of this phenomenon is inextricably linked to the mechanisms of the global polycrisis. Moreover, in an
environment where social media algorithms prioritise sensationalism and nearly half the population
struggles with functional illiteracy, the Dacian (vulgarised) past has become a structural pillar of
national-populist mobilisation. It has morphed from a dry academic debate into a remunerative market
and a potent political weapon, used to challenge elites, scientific consensus, and the very foundations
of democratic discourse. In light of the observations presented above, it is unsurprising that a significant
portion of the contemporary Romanian population identifies with the late Iron Age Dacians. Similarly,
the increasing visibility of individuals donning reconstructed Dacian attire or brandishing symbols
from the period at sporting events and anti-establishment or anti-government demonstrations—often
supported by far-right factions or political parties—appears to be a consistent sociological trend.
However, of greater concern is the apparent inertia within the field of Romanian archaeology,
particularly the sub-discipline of late Iron Age studies. To maintain intellectual and societal relevance in
the current climate, the discipline must adopt a more critical and reflexive stance. It is imperative that
researchers scrutinise the ways in which the Dacian past is instrumentalised—under the dual pressures
of contemporary polycrisis and the ascent of national-populism—against specific social actors, such
as cultural elites, ethnic minorities, and migrant populations. Furthermore, archaeology must confront
the weaponization of these pseudohistorical narratives against impersonal forces, including scientific
consensus, supranational bodies (like the European Union), and the broader processes of globalization.
Only by engaging in this discourse can the discipline effectively deconstruct the ways in which the
past is manipulated to undermine modern democratic and scientific frameworks.
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Fig. 1. The monument to Byrebistas in Orastie
Fig. 2. The statue of Nicolae Densusianu in Densus

Fig. 3. The monument dedicated to the Tartaria tablets in Tartaria

Fig. 4. The monument of the falx-type curved sword in Orastie
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