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The current essay is a research about one of the many fascist (or Third Position) 

movements that emerged after the World War I, the Romanian Legionary movement, 

which went through two stages: the first one under the name of Legion of the Archangel 

Michael and the second one under the name of Iron Guard. This is a special case, because, 

unlike what happened in Italy and Germany, this movement not only did not fully reach 

power in its country, but it rivaled other local fascist movements. Also, they were 

confronting the monarchy itself and the conservative sector of their country. They were 

constantly under persecution. However, it was outlined as (and to date is still considered) 

the most important Third Position movement in Romania. 

The central figure of this work is Corneliu Zelea Codreanu, the founder and main leader of 

the legionary movement; an enigmatic character, who also endowed the Legion with a 

deeper ideological profile than that of other similar movements such as the one of Benito 

Mussolini in Italy. He left political and economic issues in the background, emphasizing a 

deep religious root, which gave the group a mystical, messianic and spiritual tint. A 

characteristic that we can also find in other ultra-nationalist groups. 

This work will consist of three sections. The first two will focus on the person of Zelea 

Codreanu, and his respective actions in the Legion of the Archangel Michael and its 

successor, the Iron Guard; as well as the role of the movement at the beginning of the 

Second World War. Finally, in the last section will be briefly but analytically discussed the 

legacy of the legionary movement in the Romania, and the vindication of Codreanu's 

thought in the current context in which the resurgence of ultra-nationalist movements is 

witnessed. 

 

CORNELIU ZELEA CODREANU AND THE LEGION OF THE ARCHANGEL MICHAEL 

(1923-1930) 

The World War I just have ended, and the Kingdom of Romania was one of the winners, 

reason why it was rewarded, but just like in the case of Italy, it didn’t find satisfaction of its 

demands. Nevertheless, it took advantage of the Russian Civil War that took place after the 

October Revolution by annexing the territories of Bessarabia and Moldova, once part of the 

Russian Empire.1 Therefore, Romania was clearly a successful and enriched country of the 

contests. 

 

 
1 EURASIA 1945 (sin fecha) La Legión de San Miguel Arcángel (The Legion of the Archangel Michael). 
Consultado el 18 de julio de 2019, en: https://www.eurasia1945.com/acontecimientos/fascismo/la-legion-
de-san-miguel-arcangel/ 
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Inland, the Romanian country did not seem to be right place for a fascist movement to 

germinate, much less that it will gain so many followers. The country had a small Jewish 

population (but in control of the economic and academic sectors), the Left groups lacked 

popular support and were only a tiny political force, and the loots of the aforementioned 

wars gave the impression that Romania was a country that was passing through a period 

of great prosperity, a country in which extremist groups of any kind could not arise. 

But there was a factor that generates great discontent in the Romanian society:  the high 

government corruption. The national Right was conformed by the military sector and the 

monarchy, which had an awful reputation among the citizens. And even with the external 

victories, inland there wasn’t any improves in the life conditions; poverty was a serious 

problem. 

In this context, the figure of Corneliu Zelea Codreanu emerged, a student very devoted to 

his Orthodox Christian religion, and possessor of a disturbing political insight. Corneliu was 

born in Huşi, Romania on September 13, 1899, son of a high school teacher and a German 

mother.2 He volunteered during the Great War, but due to his age he was rejected, so he 

clandestinely participated in the front. 

In 1919, Codreanu began studying Law at the University of Iaşi, where he met Alexandru 

Cuza (rector of the Law School) who became his mentor. It is in this same university 

where, after an anti-Semitic student revolt, where the Christian National Defense League 

(LANC by its Romanian initials)3 was created in 1923. The first political organization to 

which Codreanu belonged and that was led by Cuza himself. 

LANC defined itself as anti-communist, anti-capitalist, anti-liberal, and anti-Semitic; a 

political position that departs from the traditional Right-Left vision, in favor of an 

exacerbated nationalism (Third Position). His actions went beyond propaganda, carrying 

out social work through the so-called Work Camps, a practice that became the main 

characteristic of the movement during Codreanu's life. In Romanian politics this was 

represented through the Totul pentru Tara party (Everything for the Country party). 

Among the tasks in the labor camps, we can mention: the construction of roads, schools 

and university residences, the manufacture of bricks and cultivation of land; products that 

were sold to help the needy.4 These actions raised LANC's popularity in Romanian society, 

generating contempt on the part of the government. Police boycotted LANC meetings,  

 

 
2 GÓNZALEZ, C. DANIEL (2015) Corneliu Codreanu. Consultado el 18 de julio de 2019, en: 
http://www.alexandriae.org/index.php/audio/item/cornelio-codreanu 
3 Liga Apărării Naţional Creştine 
4 GONZÁLEZ y EURASIA 1945, Op Cit. 
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taking advantage of the slightest incident to arrest LANC members. On different occasions 

Codreanu was arrested for political assassinations, being released due to popular support, 

which intimidated the Romanian authorities in fear of a revolt like the March on Rome in 

Italy. It should be mentioned that Codreanu's murder victims in general were corrupt 

politicians and despots, and sometimes, even self-defense cases.5 

Codreanu's growing popularity led him to start being called “The Captain”. He consolidated 

himself as the main leader of the LANC and appointed his colleague Ion Mota as a 

lieutenant. Both went to study in France, while the LANC remained in the hands of Cu za; at 

this time the party got 10 representatives in the Romanian Parliament. However, this 

success was largely due to the fact that the LANC entered the corrupt political game of the 

monarchy, thereby earning its place in government. As soon as both Zelea and Mota have 

returned from France, they separated from the League, founding a new organization: The 

Legion of the Archangel Michael, on July 24, 1927 (Saint John the Baptist day). 

 

The legionary ideology 

As mentioned in the introduction to this work, politics was not the main issue of the 

legionary cause, but rather a spiritual issue. Codreanu considered that it was not necessary 

to change programs but men; that is to say, he sought a moral renewal of Romanian, 

through the religious path of Orthodox Christianity. 

The main cause of the movement was the fight against secularization represented by both 

liberalism and communism, as well as currents such as rationalism, utilitarianism and 

individualism; that they saw as the destruction of traditional life and the homeland. "Thus, 

metaphysically, the objective was the resurrection of Romania in the purely Christian sense 

of the word 'resurrection.' Whereas in the immediate and earthly it was a resistance fight 

against secularization and an attempt to restore the traditional order.”6 Testimonies like the 

previous one allow us to realize the eschatological vision of history and messianism that 

permeated the legionary collective, where the idea of martyrdom (of the person and of the 

nation as a unit) was exalted, in order to bring it to its resurrection and eternal glory. 

Within Codreanu's speech, he highlights the concept of Ancestral Land; an idea that poses 

the nation, not only as a country in the secular sense of the word, but as a reality in which 

the territorial, the historical and the metaphysical senses are simultaneously mixed. 

 

 
5 Ibid. 
6 LAMEIRO, MÁXIMO. (No date available) Tiempo Mesiánico y Tiempo Histórico -el pensamiento y la pasión 
de Corneliu Zelea Codreanu- (Messianic Time and Historical Time -the thought and passion of Corneliu 
Zelea Codreanu). Essay available at: scribd.com/document/347111913/Tiempo-mesianico-tiempo-historico-
pdf 
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Basically, the Ancestral Land is the nation’s place, where the bones of the ancestors rest, 

where people work each day for their homeland, where the sacrifice of death goes, etc., 

qualities that give a special value to the land a value that cannot be bought with money. 

This perspective underpins the Legion's political and economic vision, and explains its 

rejection of immigrants acquiring large portions of land, major jobs, or foreign companies 

exploiting Romania's resources. In summary, we can define Codreanu's ideology as a 

nationalistic and religious socialism. 

This whole ideological structure will permeate the profile of the Legion of the Archangel 

Michael. Some of the characteristics that can be mentioned: 

• Their esthetics: green uniform for which they began to be known as "green shirts". 

In the same way as other fascist movements, the use of the Roman salute among its 

members. 

• Leader’s worship of Corneliu Codreanu 

• Strong religiosity 

• Exaltation of martyrdom and sacrifice. In Codreanu’s words: “The final objective was 

not life, but resurrection”.7 

• Values: socialism, nationalism, tradition and religion. 

The movement had a hierarchical organization. The cells of the legionary movement were 

the Cuibs (nests), small groups in charge of spreading their ideas, recruiting new members, 

and working camps. On the website specialized in World War II, Eurasia1945, they 

describe what the Cuib meetings were like8: “They took place in the home of some 

legionary or in a church that a sympathetic priest yielded, although in the capital of 

Bucharest they were held in an enclosure called The Green House. A crucifix, the 

photograph of the Archangel Saint Michael or Codreanu, a candle and an oil lamp always 

stood out in these acts. The sessions were carried out as follows: at the beginning religious 

prayers and songs were offered to God. Then they debated the political events of the 

week, they set future political strategies to follow and finally they reviewed the friendly, 

enemy and international press; finally, a spiritual elevation through ritual took place.” 

From the cuibs to Corneliu, the group maintained a very notable discipline and fervor. 

Between his altruistic actions and his defense of traditionalism and nationalism, his number 

of followers remained in constant growth. 

 

 

 

 
7 Ibid. 
8 EURASIA, 1945, Op Cit. 
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Expansion and diversification 

Legionaries spent their time traveling through rural areas supporting the needy, working in 

the fields, in trades, making bricks, building, classrooms, dykes, dining rooms with 

affordable prices, among other activities, which gave them great reputation and trust 

among the people. Their social work was coordinated with other activities. Religious 

events, speeches and political talks, activities to entertain children, etc., were also part of 

their visits to the rural areas of the country. 

Its growing popular support began to irritate especially the military sector, closely related 

to the monarchy; which is why, despite the Legion being a legal political party, they were 

persecuted by the police or the cavalry. 

In 1929, the Great Depression worsened the economic condition of many Romanians, 

favoring the popularity of the Legion, but at the same time boosted new Third-position 

groups, often antagonistic to the Legion. Among them we can mention the Romanian 

Fascio, Romanian Action, the Romanian National Socialist Party, which joined the still 

existing LANC. However, Codreanu continued to have the greatest following among the 

people and especially the peasants. 

With the growth of the movement, different branches were created within it, including: The 

Brotherhood of the Cross (for young men between 14 and 18 years old), the “legionaries” 

(the first Romanian political force to include women), and the Iron Guard, the 

organization's armed and political arm, which would eventually replace the identity of the 

entire movement. By March 1930, Codreanu disintegrated the Legion of the Archangel 

Michael to make it the movement that brought apogee to his cause, the Iron Guard. 

 

THE IRON GUARD (1930-1941) 

At the same time the legionary metamorphosis was taking place, Carol II ascended the 

Romanian throne, adopting a policy that intensified the oligarchic power, with a strong 

animosity and intolerance by the detractors of her government, mainly the legionaries.  

Meanwhile, the Iron Guard, already consolidated with its new identity, began to have more 

participation in the political scene when it obtained its first deputations, and an increasing 

popularity that was no longer concentrated in rural areas, but rather reached the national 

scale. In response, the government of Carol II banned the Guard three times between 

1931 and 1933.9 

 

 
9 LA GAZETA FEDERAL. Guardia de Hierro – Legión de San Miguel Arcángel (Iron Guard-Legion of the 
Archangel Michael). La Gaceta Federal 
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The profile of the movement was enriched by the affiliation of figures from Romanian 

intellectual and cultural life. In addition, new corruption scandals, the prevailing false 

democracy, and the destruction of buildings elaborated by the Guard, unleashed popular 

discontent in favor of the legionaries. 

The king, in response, appointed Ion G. Duca as prime minister, who led the electoral 

sabotage against the Iron Guard: ten days before the elections there was a massive 

persecution of legionaries, between imprisonments and murders. The reaction of the 

fascists culminated in the murder of Duca. 

By 1934, the monarchical position became slightly conciliatory, after the Codreanu ’s 

movement became the third national political force in the elections that year. Carol II 

called for the creation of a Government of National Concentration, in which he hoped to 

reduce disputes between different parties to avoid a national crisis, however, Codreanu 

rejected the king's offer. Furthermore, the legionary position intensified when Romania 

reestablished its relations with the Soviet Union. At the same time, they continued their 

social work through the newly created Legionary Corps of Workers, which continued to 

improve their image with Romanian society. 

Inland, the place of the Iron Guard in Romanian politics was consolidated, while, in the 

international context, the dispute between fascism and communism (and precedent of a 

proxy war in the style of the Cold War) came to its first direct confrontation: the Spanish 

Civil War. To this armed conflict, the Iron Guard sent a body of volunteers who joined the 

troops of the Falangist army, among them, Ion Mota (second in command), who died in a 

battle in Madrid in 1937. 

In the same year, Carol II attacked again the opposition, going so far as to close the 

universities, causing a series of political attacks between those who were loyal to the king 

and his opponents. In direct response to the university closure, the Peasant Party withdrew 

its support for the monarch and granted it to Codreanu. In the elections that took place on 

December 23, 1937, the Peasant Party obtained the first place, while the Iron Guard 

remained in third place. The Liberal Party (the monarchist party) got the second place.  

The electoral results generated the discontent of the monarch who responded with a 

coalition of the other parties against the Peasant-Legionary alliance, also he appointed the 

former mentor of Codreanu, Alexander Cuza as Minister of State, and Armand Calinesçu as 

Minister of the Interior, who created the body of the Lancers or Blue Shirts, a militia group 

that violently confronted the Legionary Green Shirts. 

This was not enough to quell the fury of Carol II, who finally opted to dissolve Parliament, 

ban all political parties, and using the army, carry out a coup with which absolutism was 

established. An open persecution against the king's detractors began immediately. 
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Corneliu Codreanu is accused of conspiracy against the homeland and of sending 

correspondence with Adolf Hitler (apocryphal accusations). He was sent to the Jilava prison 

on April 17, 1938, where he was constantly tortured and where the building conditions 

made him sick with tuberculosis. The "Captain" spent his time praying and writing his Jail 

Diary. Clearly, he remained strongly loyal to his religious convictions despite his condition 

and the situation of his country, after all, religion was the backbone of legionary ideology. 

On the night of November 29 to 30, with another 13 legionaries, Codreanu is released from 

prison and taken to the forest, where he is strangled along with his companions, then he 

received a coup de grace.10 

The official version of the events said that they tried to escape and were shot in response. 

This version would remain for two years, until King Carol II was overthrown. 

Codreanu's assassination left a gap in the leadership of the Iron Guard and resulted in the 

fragmentation of the movement. The largest part was aligned to the leadership of Horia 

Sima, becoming the successor of Codreanu. 

 

The National Legionary State 

Since Codreanu's death, the movement was divided into 3 strands: the one led by his 

father and brother, the Transylvanian (strongly anti-Germanic) and the majority led by 

Horia Sima; a leader of a lesser degree, who, before the slaughter of the main legionary 

heads, ended up as the main character within the party. 

Meanwhile, the fragile Romanian political situation became increasingly tense. In 

September 1939 began World War II with the Nazi invasion of Poland. The Romanian 

government believed that they had the support of the Allies, an idea that was discarded 

due to the rapid fall of France in just a few months, an event that also left Romania at the 

expense of neighboring states. 

First, it faced pressure from the USSR to yield Bessarabia, which was finally granted after 

the Soviet invasion of the claimed territory in July 1940. The region was divided into two 

parts, incorporating one into the Soviet Republic of Ukraine, and with the rest creating the 

Soviet Republic of Moldova. 

In August of the same year, at the Second Vienna Award and under pressure from 

Germany and Italy, Romania transferred northern Transylvania to Hungary. Similarly, on 

September 7, Romania signed the Treaty of Craiova, returning to Bulgaria the territories it 

had obtained after the Great War. These divisions of the national territory, without the 

monarchy putting up any resistance, considerably increased the contempt for the king. 

 
10 Carlo Sburlati (1970) Codreanu el Capitán (Codreanu the Captain), Acervo p.31-97 
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Carol II commissioned General Ion Antonesçu to create a new government, but it had to 

face pressure from all political parties demanding the resignation of the king. Finally, 

cornered, the monarch abdicated, leaving his 19-year-old son, Michael I, as the new king. 

Despite the resignation of the monarch, no party wanted to be part of the government of 

Antonesçu, except for the Iron Guard, which ended in an alliance between the military and 

the legionaries, and the subsequent establishment of the National Legionary State as the 

new Romanian regime. Nazi Germany expressed its sympathy for the new Romanian 

government and always supported Antonesçu. 

Despite the alliance, the political scramble between both groups continued. The military 

viewed legionary leaders as inept, and these at the same time wanted to gain complete 

control of the state. 

Antonesçu focused on war and foreign affairs, joined the Tripartite Pact together with the 

countries of the Berlin-Rome-Tokyo Axis, and in June 1941, Romania entered World War II. 

 

The decline 

Enlarged for having reach power, members of the Iron Guard began anti-Semitic and anti-

Ziganist persecutions (practices that continued with the dictatorship of Ion Antonesçu), and 

on November 27, 1940, carried out mass political assassinations, as revenge for the death 

of Codreanu. Their exaltation reached a climax on January 20, 1941, when they tried to 

carry out a coup d’état, being severely repressed by the government and expelled from 

national political life. Hitler approved the persecution of the legionaries; ironically, they 

found political asylum in Germany when they fled their country. 

Horia Sima took refuge in Franco's Spain, where he lived until his death in 1993. The Iron 

Guard was practically dismantled in 1941 and banned in 1944. The same year that 

Antonesçu was overthrown in a coup d'etat led by King Michael II, who changed Romania 

to the allied side. However, the Soviet Union occupied the country, and favored the 

establishment of the Socialist Republic of Romania, surrendering the nation to the 

communists, the worst scenario Codreanu could have imagined. 

 

CODREANU’S LEGACY 

Corneliu Zelea Codreanu was undoubtedly a sui generis character in the political history of 

the interwar period. He was a leader who took his movement beyond the political arena, 

and sustained his opposition to liberalism, capitalism, and communism in the doctrine of 

Orthodox Christianity, closely linking his political, economic, and social ideology with the 

religious aspect, and expressing a strong rejection for the secular. 
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These qualities make the legionary movement peculiar among fascist movements. It should 

not be left aside, that, unlike Liberalism and Communism, the ideology of the Third Position 

is not internationalist, but nationalist, which allows each country to design its own version 

of fascism, taking only some very general bases. 

In this aspect, we can find a similar profile to that of other groups related, but with an 

ultra-Catholic inclination such as the Mexican National Synarchism, Spanish Falangism, 

Brazilian Integralism, or in the work of Argentine thinkers such as Nimio de Anquín and 

Julio Meinvielle. 

Some of the believers in the Orthodox Christian faith consider Codreanu as a martyr for 

their religion (a position rejected by the Orthodox Church), and the nationalists as a hero. 

Nowadays, in a context of political and economic uncertainty, and resurgence of extremist 

ideologies, Codreanu's though and the chapter of the Legion of the Archangel Michael are 

gaining supporters in Romania. The Noua Dreaptă (New Right) organization, which acts 

not as a political party, but as a civil organization, proclaims itself heir to the Iron Guard 

and maintains constant political activism and proselytizing in its coun try; in defense of 

Christian values, Romanian nationalism, protection of Romanians in other countries and 

their clear opposition to globalization and progressivism; as well as their rejection of 

gypsies, homosexuals, and other groups. 

However, the most important and positive contributions of the Iron Guard and Codreanu's 

though are their enormous devotion to their cause, their severity against government 

corruption, and most importantly, the fact that he has transferred their ideas beyond the 

political sphere, something very rarely seen throughout history. 

His priority had always been social work: the construction of schools, roads and bridges, 

the implementation of canteens and his work with the peasants, proving to be a movement 

that did not solely focus on rhetoric and political dispute. He actually translated his 

thoughts and values into actions that would benefit the Romanian people, especially the 

most marginalized citizens. A lesson that should be learned by all contemporary political 

movements, focused more on intrigue than on helping those who claim to protect. 
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