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PÂRVULESCU VS. CEAUŞESCU AND ALL VS. 
PÂRVULESCU. ARGUMENT AND PSEUDO-ARGUMENT IN A

UNIQUE EVENT IN A COMMUNIST DICTATORSHIP

MIHAI DANIEL FRUMUŞELU

The present paper is a case study of a unique event that occurred in 1979 Romania, during
the communist dictatorship that marked the history of Eastern Europe in the second half
of the 20th century. During the 12th congress of the Romanian communist party, a vet-
eran member of the party, Constantin Pârvulescu, took the floor unexpectedly and talked
against the dictatorial leader of the party and the country, Nicolae Ceauşescu. 

This is my second paper on this event, whose complexity and originality under several
aspects (audiovisual, linguistic, argumentative, and, last but not least, political) suggests
that it may and should be the focus of many investigations from different perspectives, es-
pecially by researchers from my generation, who lived the communist period, including the
moment of this event. My first paper on this subject (Frumuşelu, forthcoming) investigated
general aspects related to discourse features. The present paper highlights the argumenta-
tive strategies used by Pârvulescu and by those speakers who counterattacked him and the
context in which this argumentative confrontation took place. 

1. Material and method

This paper will use as primary source the TV recording of the incident, made by the Ro-
manian television. The fact that there was only one television in Romania at that time, the
public one, and that it was strictly controlled by the communist party, will appear blatantly
obvious in the analysis. The analysis of the event will start from multimodal considerations
on the place where the event occurred and on the participants, and will continue with a se-
mantico-pragmatic account of the verbal interaction between the participants in the event.
The multimodal investigation brings information about both linguistic and non-linguistic
features of the event, which is relevant to its rhetorical and argumentative aspects.

2. General features of the event

After WW2, Romania, as most of the Eastern European countries, experienced the dicta-
torship of the communist party, which held the monopoly of the political power, assured
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by the state constitution. This happened despite the fact that there were extremely few com-
munists in Romania (less than 1,000 members in 1944). After 1965, when Nicolae
Ceauşescu was elected secretary general (i.e. leader) of the communist party, the power was
gradually concentrated into his own hands, either directly or by means of his family, first of
all his wife, Elena Ceauşescu. Nicolae Ceauşescu governed virtually unrestrained, mainly
by emitting decrees. The parliament (officially called “The Great National Assembly”) was
reduced to the formal role of meeting a couple of times a year to ratify Ceauşescu’s decrees. 

This general situation caused the discontent of several veteran members of the party,
who were not lucky enough to be relatives to Nicolae Ceauşescu. One of them was Con-
stantin Pârvulescu, who had the courage to speak up on this matter during the 12th con-
gress of the communist party, in November 1979.

2.1 Participants

Constantin Pârvulescu’s intervention was followed by four speeches, that where held in
chronological succession by: Ion Popescu-Puţuri, George Macovescu, Leonte Răutu (Lev
Oighenstein) and finally Nicolae Ceauşescu. The first three speakers who counter-attacked
Pârvulescu were high-ranking members of the Romanian Communist Party. The last of
them, Leonte Răutu, is mentioned under his two names. He was a Soviet Jew (Lev Oighen-
stein) sent to Romania after WW2 to contribute to the implementation of the communist
system there, and, like other persons who were in the same situation, he changed his name
into a Romanian one (Leonte Răutu).

2.2 The multimodal transcription of the event

The multimodal perspective on human interaction considers discourse meaning being made
up of the different semiotic channels, which equally contribute to the resulting meaning
(Thibault 2000; Baldry & Thibault 2006). A consequence is that language is regarded as one
of the meaning components, a part of the acoustic channel. This unlike the customary the-
ories of discourse analysis and conversation analysis, which consider language as playing the
main part and therefore other features are marked as, for instance, paralinguistic or non-lin-
guistic. 

I made a multimodal transcription of the whole recording of the event, translated the
interventions into English and added the corresponding English subtitles to the recording.
My multimodal transcript of the audiovisual recording describes and identifies the main
components of the multimodal text as follows:

a) timeline, that corresponds to the chronological flow starting from the moment
immediately before Pârvulescu’s asking to take the floor;

b) soundtrack, that corresponds to the notion of discourse in discourse analysis – in
the Romanian original and in English translation, and including the components
participant and content, that respectively render the participant in the interaction
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(e.g. the speaker or the audience) and that content of audio channel that is rele-
vant to the event;

c) visual frame, corresponding to the extra-linguistic context in discourse analysis,
and including the marking of the relevant proxemic and kinesic features, if any.

The whole event lasts for 38 minutes and its multimodal transcription covers 43 pages in A4
format. Pârvulescu’s intervention, that triggers the trail of events, is rendered completely, in
the Appendix, whereas the relevant excerpts of the other participants’ interventions will be
quoted in the course of the study. In the transcription notation several suggestions given by
Du Bois et al. (1988) were also used. The general conventions on the notation that are rel-
evant to the present study are shown in Table I.

Table I: Multimodal transcription conventions

The mention unclear is used instead of an unclear fragment of the soundtrack.

Further multimodal events and comments are made in italics. Comments referring to prag-
matics, discourse analysis, rhetoric, are made separately, as inserted comments. The tran-
scriptions rendered in this study contain the English translation of the interventions,
without the Romanian original, as it focuses on argumentative schemas rather than on lin-
guistic features. Moreover, the excerpts present along the analysis lack the mentioning of the
visual frame, as the camera manoeuvring is not relevant to them, but only to Pârvulescu
who was shown before and after his attack on Ceauşescu.

The multimodal transcription is essential to understand those aspects of the discourse
that cannot be understood after an analysis of the discourse, rhetorical and argumentative
features of the event have been analysed. An example is the reason why Pârvulescu is not able
to reply to his opponents after they have counter-attacked him: he simply has no access to
the microphone, and in addition the TV cameras are no longer showing him in close-ups
but on a long shot on the whole audience.
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2.3 Multimodal features of the event

Constantin Pârvulescu could not plan his intervention beforehand, due to the strict con-
trol that Ceauşescu had on the speakers: the list of speakers was made up and approved in
advance and the speakers’ interventions were also composed and verified in advance. The
speakers’ role was reduced to reading out a written intervention, whose content consisted
of praising the accomplishments of the nation under Ceauşescu’s leadership. This formal
role of the speakers had a counterpart in the audience, who was reduced to a “robotic” role:
applauding, cheering and chanting.

The auditorium where the congress took place was also designed to favour Ceauşescu.
Its disposition was highly asymmetrical, and marked the gap between Ceauşescu and the au-
dience, the latter being hindered from any spontaneous intervention. The asymmetry of the
auditorium is shown in Figure 1 (Frumuşelu, forthcoming).

Figure 1: The asymmetry of the congress auditorium

In this disposition of the auditorium, it was only Nicolae Ceauşescu and his wife, Elena
Ceauşescu, who had unlimited access to the microphone. The television settings were also
adjusted to privilege Nicolae Ceauşescu, who was the only participant to be shown in close
shot.

3. Discourse events and their argumentative effects

Ancient rhetoricians such as Aristotle (Rhetorica 1358a36-58b20, Rhetorica ad Alexan-
drum 1421b7), Quintilian (Institutio oratoria 3.3.14), and the author of Rhetorica ad Heren-
nium (1.2.2), identified three main rhetorical genres, which may be rendered in English as
the deliberative, the forensic and the demonstrative (or epideictic) ones (Sloane 2006: 119; Too
2006: 265). The way in which the debates of the communist party congresses took place may
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be described in a nutshell by saying that the deliberative genre, that was normally expected
to occur in a political debate, was replaced by the epideictic one. 

One of the strongest effects of Constantin Pârvulescu’s intervention was the change he
implicitly made in the discourse of the congress debates, from the purely formal discourse
of epideictic nature to a genuinely critical deliberative one. The speakers who counter-at-
tacked Pârvulescu had two main goals: (i) to cancel the perlocutionary effects of Pârvulescu’s
intervention, and (ii) to reverse the debate to its initial epideictic form. The former goal was
described in detail in Frumuşelu (forthcoming). The present paper will highlight the
counter-attack of the four speakers who took the floor after Pârvulescu’s intervention, par-
ticularly the use of fallacious argumentation in doing it.

As it can be noticed from the multimodal transcription in the Appendix, Pârvulescu
replied an ad hominem attack on him in a rhetorical scheme of praeteritio (Dragomirescu
1995: 342), also called paralepsis or occultatio (Sloane 2006: 659), i.e. by mentioning some-
thing by pretending to keep silent upon it. His mentioning of the name of the Soviet Union
would be used against him by the speakers who would counterattack him by hinting at the
fact that his interests are foreign to the Romanian people, and thus suggesting that he is a
traitor (Table II below).

Table II: Constantin Pârvulescu’s mentioning of the Soviet Union

Van Eemeren & Grootendorst (1984: 124) define the enthymeme as an argument with a
missing part, which can be either one of the premises or the conclusion. Constantin
Pârvulescu’s intervention introduced two arguments in form of enthymemes with one miss-
ing premise:

(i) Ceauşescu had staged the congress in order to be re-elected, and there-
fore he should not be re-elected. 

(ii) The congress debates were empty talk on the positive sides of the party
activities, and they should turn immediately into genuine critical debates.
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The two enthymemes, with the unexpressed premises reconstructed from the context, are
described below.

(i)

Conclusion:
Nicolae Ceauşescu should not be re-elected.

⇑
Expressed premise:
Nicolae Ceauşescu has staged the congress in order to be re-elected.

Unexpressed premise: 
Staging a congress is an unpardonable deed.

(ii)

Conclusion:
The party congress should turn into a genuine debate.

⇑
Expressed premise:
There are no debates going on, but only empty talk about positive aspects.

Unexpressed premise: 
A congress should be held in form of critical discussions.

As one remarks, Pârvulescu’s argument complies with the rules of syllogistic reasoning.
From a classical rhetorical perspective the force of an argument is given by ethos, logos and
pathos (Aristotle 1994: 90-93/1356a). The two enthymemes prove that Pârvulescu gives
his argument the logic dimension. In addition, his remarks at timeline 00:57-01:09 are
meant to enhance his ethos, whereas several remarks, as those at timeline 01:19-01:28, 01:52
and 02:53 are loaded with pathos. The conclusion is that Pârvulescu had complied with the
classical rhetorical requirements of conducting an argument. One should expect a reply
whose rhetorical features should be at the same level.

In spite of this, the interventions against Pârvulescu were completely irrelevant to the
two arguments made by him. The analysis of the four interventions against Pârvulescu iden-
tified four arguments of fallacious nature: ignoratio elenchi (ignorance of refutation) (Wal-
ton 2003: 1222), red herring, straw man, ad hominem.

At this stage, the debate forced by Pârvulescu reached its prima facie stage. Then an im-
mediate question arises: why did it not continue? And the answer is given by the multi-
modal pre-settings of the congress auditorium: Pârvulescu was denied any further access to
the microphone and the TV cameras no longer showed him in medium shot: a general long
shot on the whole audience was shown while he was speaking.

The first speaker who followed Pârvulescu, Ion Popescu-Puţuri, was also a veteran
member of the party, totally subdued to Ceauşescu. His intervention is completely irrele-
vant to Pârvulescu’s intervention, at times even hilarious. It may be characterised as a gen-
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eral ignoratio elenchi that not only ignored Pârvulescu’s standpoint, but even repeated what
Pârvulescu suggested that it should be avoided: Popescu-Puţuri continued the apology of
the people’s and the party’s achievements under Ceauşescu’s leadership. This strategy is of
the red herring type, aiming at distracting the attention from the topic started by Pârvulescu.

These two types of fallacious argument – ignoratio elenchi and red herring – have in
common the fact of being fallacies of relevance. The first two, ignoratio elenchi and the red
herring fallacy are called by Walton “pure fallacies of relevance” (2004: 1). In another study,
Walton remarks the fact that being irrelevant in an argumentative confrontation may be
used to hide a reasoning that is logically faulty:

A speaker who wanders off the topic, distracting the audience with matters
that are exciting but not relevant, could be normatively criticized for failing
to address the issue. The wandering could be a logical fault of his or her ar-
gumentation. Even if the audience is rhetorically persuaded by it, the argu-
ment could still be logically faulty. Indeed, the red herring tactic is the sort of
trick a sophist might use, and is known in logic as a fallacy. (Walton 2003:
1221-1222)

No wonder then that George Macovescu, the speaker who took the floor after Popescu-
Puţuri continued to make use of arguments of irrelevance, but, however, chose to be less ir-
relevant than Popescu-Puţuri by using another type of attack: ad hominem starting from
the connotations of Pârvulescu’s old age.

Table III: George Macovescu’s ad hominem attack on Pârvulescu

The ad hominem argument is particularly powerful in its irrelevance, precisely because it is
not always irrelevant, as remarked by several scholars including Walton, who also summed
up the views on this aspect (1998, Chapter 2). If a smoker advises one not to smoke, the lat-
ter could reject his argument by pointing at the fact that the advice is given by someone
who smokes. This ad hominem attack, however, does not invalidate the argument, and this
is precisely because the attack was not aimed at the argument itself. This indeterminacy
leaves open the possibility that the argument may be correct. George Macovescu presum-
ably used this feature, in an unethical way, to suggest that Pârvulescu may be a decrepit in-
dividual and consequently not aware of what he is saying. From this point to implying that
Pârvulescu’s argument is wrong is just one step, as one may wonder to what extent can a de-
caying mind produce a sound argument.
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Another ad hominem attack on Pârvulescu was the reference to Pârvulescu as a “trai-
tor”, done by Ceauşescu (Table IV). This was an implicit hint at his (would-be) allegiance
to the Soviet Union.

The straw man build up by Nicolae Ceauşescu had as a starting point the proper name
“Soviet Union” mentioned by Pârvulescu (timeline 04:58), and consisted in the indirect
suggestion that Pârvulescu has no allegiance to the Romanian homeland, and his inter-
vention was implicitly marked as an anti-national one. Ceauşescu intertwined his straw man
with an ad hominem attack built on Pârvulescu’s past.

Table IV: Nicolae Ceauşescu’s attack on Pârvulescu’s past

The fact that Ceauşescu combined the straw man with the ad hominem is not entirely sur-
prising, given the similarities shared by the two types of fallacious argumentation. Walton, for
instance, remarks the relation between the straw man and the “poisoning the well” variety of
the ad hominem one (1996: 120).

The frustration of the communist leaders was best expressed by George Macovescu’s urge
“Let us pretend we did not even hear what comrade Pârvulescu said!”. This was an attempt to
cancel Pârvulescu’s speech act of accusation at its elementary level, called by Searle (1969: 57)
the “normal input and output conditions”, as pointed out in Frumuşelu (forthcoming).

Table V: George Macovescu’s infringement on the norms of rational discussion

To sum up, the counter-attacks on Pârvulescu ignored both his arguments, and were di-
rected either astray (ignoratio elenchi, red herring) or against Pârvulescu’s person (straw
man, ad hominem), as shown in Figure 2 below.

Figure 2: The targets of the counterattacks on Pârvulescu
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This is in a deep contrast to Pârvulescu’s rational intervention, in which the three compo-
nents ethos, logos and pathos were balanced to result in a convincing argument that was hard
to counteract. The only way to counteract Pârvulescu’s argument was by a series of non-ra-
tional interventions, built on irrelevant arguments and supported by the multimodal set-
tings of the auditorium.

This brings up one more question: how was it possible that the audience was com-
pletely controlled by Ceauşescu? In his book on the genocides in history (Anti-Jewish, Anti-
Armenian, against Native Americans and other nations), the social psychologist James
Waller argues that there is a natural tendency in the human individual to find the cause of
events outside his own person:

Generally, we have a preference for seeking causal explanations in forces out-
side the individual – particularly features of the immediate situation. (Waller
2002: 175)

In the case of the analysed event, this means that the members of the audience were inclined
to consider themselves not responsible of what happened in an event that was not organ-
ised by them, but in which they were called to play the mere part of statists. However, the
organisers skilfully used them as much more that statists, as their automatic reactions were
considered to be genuine. Waller notices the interactive dynamics of the relation between
individuals and the external situations in which they may be involved:

[…] we are partly the products of our situations, but we are producers of our
situations as well. (Waller 2002: 198)

In other words, the audience cannot escape the inherent responsibility that they had in play-
ing the infamous part of an applauding machine run by Ceauşescu. With the audience keep-
ing silent, the argumentative parody held to silence Pârvulescu would have left Pârvulescu’s
opponents exposed in their empty arguments. 

4. Conclusions

Constantin Pârvulescu’s intervention against Nicolae Ceauşescu made an abrupt transfor-
mation of the genre of the congress debate from the mere epideictic discourse to a deliber-
ative one. His intervention moved the debate up to the stage of prima facie, but it was
blocked by irrelevant counter-attacks. The end of the debate was favoured by three factors:
(i) the allegiance of the leaders to Ceauşescu, (ii) Ceauşescu’s complete control on the au-
dience, and (iii) the asymmetric settings of the auditorium in terms of proxemics, as well as
audiovisual settings. It was this multimodal setting of the auditorium that hindered
Pârvulescu from any further contribution in the debate that he himself had launched.
Pârvulescu made a great accomplishment by launching an attack and a debate in its incipi-
ent form, but he could not change the settings of the auditorium, nor could he influence the
people hired to support Ceauşescu.
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Obviously, such a debate does not fulfil the elementary conditions for a rational dis-
cussion, such as, for instance, the “code of conduct for rational discussant” listed by Van
Eemeren and Grootendorst (1984: 151-176), and therefore even less the requirements for
a debate in a political institutionalised confrontation. Among the rules listed by the au-
thors, there are those granting the participants “the right to challenge” (1984: 158), that
was obviously denied to Pârvulescu from the moment of his intervention. Most notable is
Van Eemeren and Grootendorst’s mentioning the obligation to retract one’s point of view
as a part of the concluding the debate:

The protagonist is obliged to retract the initial point of view if the antago-
nist has (while observing the other rules of the discussion) sufficiently at-
tacked it […]. (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst 1994: 174)

It goes without saying that Pârvulescu has been sufficiently attacked, at least as to the num-
ber of arguments launched against him. This means that in a rational discussion as described
by Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, Pârvulescu should have admitted, in the end, that he was
wrong! Then an immediate question arises: why was he not given the floor to simply admit
that he was completely wrong, as proved by the four speakers who counter-attacked him?
The immediate answer is that Pârvulescu had no reasons to consider himself proved wrong,
and the irrelevance of the arguments brought against him – and shown in Figure 2, above
– can only support such a conclusion. In this case, Ceauşescu was only afraid to continue a
genuine debate with Pârvulescu, and the only way to do it was to deny any latter the further
access to the floor.

A small but decisive mistake made by Pârvulescu was his mention of the name of the
Soviet Union. Together with his old age, this name would be used by the speakers who
counter-attacked him in order to depict him as an enemy of the people. His own reply was
used as a starting point of the attacks against him.

Despite all the convergent attacks on Constantin Pârvulescu’s image, his intervention
was far from being ineffectual. Its immediate perlocutionary effects on Ceauşescu were re-
flected by Macovescu’s suggestion to pretend that nobody even heard what Constantin
Pârvulescu said – a wishful thinking, impossible to accomplish. The very existence of the
present paper is just one more proof of this.

Appendix

The multimodal transcription of Constantin Pârvulescu’s intervention during the 12th Con-
gress of the Romanian Communist Party, November 1979. 

The content of the soundtrack is rendered in English translation only. In addition to the
general conventions listed in section 2.2, the bold type at Timeline 05:10 marks a pronun-
ciation stress in the marked syntagm. The dash marks a short pause (as at timeline 01:19).
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