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Abstract
The paper examines the case of the minority of conscience, The Movement for the Spiritual Integration into the Absolute (MISA), which is the subject of allegations of criminal misconduct and of an intense defamation campaign in Romania. At its core, MISA is a Tantric Yoga school that has turned eclectic by embracing a Christian identity (while its lifestyle is yogic); there is also an interest among its followers in socio-political theories and non-conventional scientific explanation of the world. The paper classifies MISA as a minority of conscience for which hetero-identification is now stronger than auto-identification. The Movement for the Spiritual Integration into the Absolute is described as a ”minority born of repression”, as demonstrated by the over-30-years-long history of harassment of its followers. Another important issue is the identification of MISA as a ”minority of sexual practice”. Unconventional sexual practices provoke a majority of the population towards aggression, and the manipulation of their thinking results in exclusion and even violence. Allowing minorities of sexual practice under the umbrella of the system of protection of minorities could guarantee international protection for them.

The Movement for the Spiritual Integration into the Absolute. Facets of an identity: minority of conscience, minority of sexual practice, and minority born of repression

As a general rule, an individual’s identity is an expression of his or her right to self-identification. This rule is particularly relevant to individuals belonging to small communities, separate from the majority, and hence vulnerable. This principle, defended by international law, is a pillar of minority protection. 

Self-identification is often accompanied by hetero-identification. The identity embraced by the members of a minority is accompanied by the image that others have of that minority. There is no rule that connects self-identification and hetero-identification. The ”final” identity of the minority group is a reflection of the complex relationship between the manner in which the attitudes of the majority and the minority influence and build on each other in the process of construction of a public image. However, in a majority of cases, the ”final” identity of a group is predominately shaped by the self-identity of the minority group.

This paper is concerned with an extreme case of construction of group identity: the Movement for the Spiritual Integration into the Absolute (Romanian acronym: MISA). Its public image is overwhelmingly dictated by the „identity assigned” by the majority. The identity assumed by MISA followers is contested by the larger society. Although the core of its activity is a ”Yoga School” (the main characteristic that MISA members identify with), the Movement is seen by Romanian public opinion mainly as a group with illegitimate sexual practices. Moreover, MISA is viewed from the perspective of the repression suffered by its members during communism starting 31 years ago and then during the post-communist era. As such, the identity of MISA is a reflection of its status as a group ”born of repression”. MISA is an unusual case of collective trauma becoming a part of the community identity. A similar but extreme example is that of the Holocaust becoming a component of Jewish identity.

I. MISA followers as a minority of conscience
The MISA Yoga School was started in 1990. Its founders had known each other since the end of the ‘70s, when they had started practicing Yoga with Gregorian Bivolaru as their instructor. Tens of people practiced yoga, regularly, between 1982 and 1989, during which time they were subjected to extensive repressive measures. As soon as it became possible after the revolution, in 1990, the harassed yoga practitioners founded the MISA Yoga School. It could be said that MISA had existed informally since the ‘80s. The success of the School was significant. Since 1990 and until today, several tens of thousands of yoga practitioners attended the MISA School courses.

What are ”objectively” the characteristics of this community of followers of the MISA School? Here are the main features:

· the members don’t smoke, don’t drink alcohol, don’t eat meat and don’t drink coffee;

· they don’t answer violence with violence, which sets them apart from the majority, and puts them in a minority position relative to their colleagues, their employers, and public opinion;

· they claim as an influence yoga spirituality, which has a bad reputation with Romanian public opinion. The latter equates being a true Romanian with being an Orthodox Christian member of the Romanian Orthodox Church. However, most MISA followers consider themselves Christians and sometimes participate in Christian rituals;

· Tantra yoga has sexual components, that the majority regards with suspicion;

· some MISA followers also have social concerns, and sometimes support conspiracy theories. 

Its Christian identity combined with a yogi lifestyle and the socio-political theories adopted by MISA followers make the MISA Yoga School an eclectic construct.

The listed features created a perception of MISA members as being very “different” from the majority. Public opinion supported and participated in the harassment of MISA followers. The broad repression against them, spanning many years, did not lead to the downfall of the School. MISA followers continued to abide by the principles of the School, proving the depth of their conviction. Therefore, the individuals following the courses of the MISA School make up a community (minority) of conscience
. 

II.  Repression-related identity

In 1982, yoga-related activities were banned in Romania. The books on yoga in public libraries were classified. Any materials on yoga found by the Police or the Securitate were confiscated. However, some of the yoga students that had been studying for years with Gregorian Bivolaru continued this activity in secret. 

The Securitate found out about yoga sessions organized by the Bivolaru group and about the dissemination of photocopies of yoga materials. Some of the members were interrogated, threatened or beaten. Yoga students were subjected to a brutal and inhuman treatment. In spite of the repression, the group continued to meet. Next came the arrest of some of the followers. The yoga instructor, Gregorian Bivolaru, was subjected to a particularly brutal treatment. He was imprisoned several times. His treatment in jail is classified, under international law, as torture. One recollection: „[The officer] started to beat me savagely, although my legs were chained… At some point he hit me in the head with his fist. I fell down and fainted. I woke up when he threw water over me. He continued to threaten me with his handgun, saying he will shoot me. When he saw he couldn’t get anything out of me, he left. He took me to my cell, a special cell, I was covered in bruises and my lip was smashed.” 

In 1989, Gregorian Bivolaru was incarcerated in a hospital that used psychiatric abuse. He was going to be brainwashed. He was saved by the Revolution. He was released from the psychiatric hospital at the end of 1989.

Gregorian Bivolaru and his colleagues took advantage of their newly-won freedom by founding MISA and starting a Yoga school. Thousands of people enrolled in the school’s classes. What followed was a campaign to discredit the movement that, step by step, turned into a campaign of harassment, abuse, and ultimately repression of an extreme brutality.

The first heavy blow dealt to the yoga movement was the very inclusion in the Romanian Intelligence Service (RIS) of the former Securitate people who masterminded the harsh repression of yoga practitioners in the ‘80s. It was not only morally unacceptable, but also illegal for the former torturers to have positions in the new intelligence service. 

Romania was not and is not today a state based on a functional rule of law. The Romanian Intelligence Service was established in defiance of specific legislation. Once MISA was gaining ground, RIS agents who had been responsible for the surveillance operation against yoga practitioners started to manipulate journalists and the public opinion through their undercover agents working in the media or by delivering false information to young inexperienced RIS workers who didn’t have the commonsensical self-censure of a responsible journalist. The image of MISA adepts created by these people was so off-putting, that “cautious” citizens and the yoga practitioners’ family members began to contact state institutions. Some MPs took this opportunity to amass political capital. The Police and other security forces “took measures” against MISA members at their own initiative, just to make themselves useful or because they felt pressured to do so. Hence they took action in complete disregard of laws and legal principles. In these circumstances, most likely in 1996, the RIS decided to come into the open and get involved in the repression of the victims who had escaped the pre-1989 measures. The RIS managed to find a way to deal with the MISA community as a national security issue – they tried to destroy it by placing it under their purview. Such a decision was all the more dramatic since the strong links between former Securitate officers and the political world made for an extremely powerful collaboration. The network connecting intelligence service officers, the government, the parliament and the leadership of the public order institutions took on a task commensurate with their arrogance: that of destroying a movement with thousands of adepts in such a profound way that these people could be scattered and turned into pariahs, and their leaders could be sent to prison. 

In 1999, MISA was charged with endangering national security. The most brutal attack against MISA members took place in 2004. On March 18th, 2004, over 300 Gendarmes, prosecutors, police and secret service agents wearing masks simultaneously raided 16 buildings where MISA members held their activities. Doors and windows were smashed to pieces, although the buildings could have been entered peacefully. The people inside were brutalized, pushed to the ground, threatened with guns, some of them handcuffed. There were cases when they were held at gunpoint for hours. In some of the raided buildings, warning gun shots were fired. People were coerced to sign statements dictated by the prosecutor. Personal belongings were confiscated without being mentioned in the search warrant minutes. The detainees were prevented from contacting their lawyers.
Over 20 searches took place over the following days. Truckloads of materials were confiscated abusively from the searched buildings and the 15 MISA storage houses. The raids were videotaped and showed on TV. Later, further pictures were shown on TV, aiming to discredit the detainees and suggest that they were guilty. But no one was held under preventive arrest or detained following these raids.

In June 2007, the Directorate for Investigating Infractions of Organized Crime and Terrorism (DIICOT) –Bucharest charged 21 members of MISA with „human trafficking”. According to the indictment, they „exploited sexually, as well as exploited the physical and intellectual work of MISA followers”. However, no single evidence of trafficking of any MISA follower, by putting him in a position to perform sexual services, existed at the time and none surfaced later. The entire case is based on complaints from seven former followers that charge they did physical work while living in ashrams or while participating in MISA activities. The complaints of the „injured parties” were written and signed after March 18, 2004, when law enforcement, the press and the RSI let loose against MISA. All suggests these complaints are the result of pressure from Office of the Prosecutor. The accusations are laughable. Nothing proves better the manufacture of a repressive action against MISA followers than the insignificance of the facts charged. After enlisting the help of hundreds of  policemen, prosecutors, RSI agents, and spending millions of Euros on this investigation, all that was obtained were 7 statements from adults that equated their voluntary work within ashrams they chose to inhabit (uninvited) to human trafficking. All requested large monetary damages ”for being trafficked”, thereby clarifying further the motivation for their involvement.

Through this indictment, the Romanian state managed to attach to the MISA community one of the most repulsive labels possible: human trafficking. The charge created the right circumstances for involving international organizations fighting against human trafficking and gaining their solidarity with the actions of the Romanian authorities.

The lawsuits against defendants are ongoing. They are like a sword of Damocles hanging over the heads of MISA members. Regularly, and especially before a trial date, new articles describing MISA as a criminal organization appear in the press. After nine years of controversial legal proceedings, Gregorian Bivolaru, was sentenced on 14 June 2013 by the Romanian Supreme Court to six years in prison.
 

A characteristic of the repressive actions against MISA was their broad social impact, that transformed MISA, at least for a while, into public enemy no. 1. This was only possible because of the unique role taken by the media. With respect to MISA, the allegedly diverse media functioned as a unitary block. Its interest in ratings, and therefore in the spectacular, is only a partial explanation. We have many reasons to suspect that the main responsibility for turning the entire printed media into the main harasser of a bunch of innocent people lies with undercover agents, paid or unpaid. The first reason is the intelligence services’ key role in the repression. Then there is the direct involvement of a string of magazines in the spreading of slanderous rumors, with the assistance of former Securitate agents
, former communists
, former Securitate snitches
. We should also take into account the status of the media moguls.

The vast majority of the things published in the papers about MISA followers had nothing to do with those people, and could not possibly have anything to do with them, given their lifestyle. MISA followers were accused of carrying guns, although there was no evidence supporting that accusation. They were treated as dangerous people, from whom it was best to hide one’s identity, although they practice non-violence. They were presented as a bunch of brawlers, although they were the ones who were molested. They were accused of taking drugs, despite the fact that they refuse to partake even in the most commonplace drugs: coffee, alcohol, cigarettes. Yoga students were described as carrying venereal diseases, although the attention they give to their sexual health is unusually high compared to the standard of the society they live in. They were presented as profiteers, although mutual help is highly regarded among the members of the community. In the MISA case, turning black into white and white into black took Orwellian proportions.

Supporting their stories with unverified data is nowhere near the most dramatic aspect of what happened in the printed media as it took an interest in MISA over the last two decades. What mattered most was the hunting party mounted by the media, which had the foreseeable role of provoking the readers’ and the TV viewers’ violent instincts.

The printed media was successful in mobilizing its readers against MISA, and that was strengthened by the passion with which journalists tried, also successfully, to create repulsion towards MISA yoga students. Urine therapy was a juicy topic, although the only connection with the MISA School was the teaching of Ayurveda concepts where urine-therapy, an ancient Indian method, was presented as one among other ancient techniques. The nauseating words targeting MISA students were used not only by the niche printed media, but also by the leading Romanian dailies and TV stations. Even on Romanian State Television’s Channel 1, as part of the show ”The World We Live In” broadcast on April 4, 2004 (at 13:00), the host was speaking about MISA as follows:” Life is stranger than fiction, reality goes beyond any imagination, money, sex, jaw-dropping disclosures, mystery and sudden changes of situation… Porn production activities are mixed with the drinking of… I beg your pardon, urine, with practices that are at least strange for us, the uninitiated”.

But the lowest level – or the highest level, at that – of the action taken against MISA was the direct, blunt call to violence against MISA followers. Several journalists turned instigators. Sometimes, in public, reporters asked the security forces to punish the MISA adepts.” Right now we’re all waiting for a decision, which should be judicial, legal, and radical. And such a decision must take into account…do we or do we not tolerate such things, such characters, and such underhanded groups on Romanian territory.”
 The message was clear: such people should not be tolerated! In other cases, there was instigation toward detaining and molesting yoga students.

 The repression against MISA straddled all the different stages of the post-communist transition: it started before Romania’s ratification of the European Convention on Human Rights
, it continued all the way to the moment of Romania’s accession to the European Union
 and even after this great event.
 Changes in presidents, secret intelligence chiefs and general prosecutors did not lead to any meaningful changes in these activities. 

The group behavior that victimized the followers of the MISA Yoga school is similar to that encountered in those unfortunate times when the majority demonized a minority in order to turn it into a scapegoat. The repression against MISA followers encompassed the entire array of discriminatory actions that traditionally target members of minorities: hostility in the workplace, denial of access to services, attacks on personal dignity, restrictions on expressions of the right to private life, to association and the freedom of conscience, punitive and destructive raids, blocked access to the justice system. Because MISA followers have been for 30 years the target of persecution, public ignominy, punitive action, and threats, the repression against their community has become a part of their identity.
III. MISA, minority of sexual practice

The broad mobilization of public opinion against the thousands of followers of the Yoga School was successful because the manipulation targeted the sexual imagination of the population. MISA followers are different from the majority in that they don’t eat meat, don’t smoke, don’t drink alcohol or coffee and don’t consume other „common” drugs. They have also been blamed for these practices, in spite of their powerful ethical connotation. But their abstinence was not the spark for the collective anger encountered in the MISA case. My investigations have proven that the key element for the collective mobilization against the group was the sexual component of the School’s teachings.

What type of sexuality is promoted by the MISA Yoga School? One based on ancient Tantric techniques that attempt to control the sexual act and to transform sexual energy into spiritual energy. The subjects encountered in MISA classes, on posters for conferences or on  sites have names like „Tantra – the Path to Ecstasy”; „Enter the Tantric Universe”; „Conventional couple – spiritual couple”; „What is sexual continence?”; „Transfiguration”; „Tantric exercises for yoga practitioners who love each other and want to study Tantra Yoga practices further”; „Tantric sexual techniques”; „Secrets of sex”; „Techniques for the control of sexual energy”; „Sex Positions”; „The Taoist Art of Love”
. 

Public opinion associates the MISA School with Tantra Yoga, which is itself associated with sexuality. But this is a simplification. Even the semi-official page of the organization uses a broader definition of Tantra yoga: Tantra is a “mystic esoterical science concerned with the study of the entire Universe, starting with the human being: thoughts, emotions, the physical body, and on to natural cycles, the harmony of music and vibrations, all the way to the motion of stars and the entire Cosmos
.” The authors most responsible for the introduction of Tantra yoga to the West don’t even mention sexual techniques to their followers, believing that a direct, supervised initiation is required in order to prevent errors.
 

The core of the MISA sexual culture is represented by „continence” and the „couple philosophy”, mentioned in camps and promoted through the publications of the Yoga School, including the Yoga Magazine and the site yogaesoteric.net. For example, sexual continence is defined as the preservation of sexual potential
 during the sexual act. The sexual potential can then be turned into higher forms of life energy - psychological, mental and spiritual. 

According to MISA literature, the „spiritual couple” option consists of mutual recognition of the other’s freedom, and an honest and open expression of the wishes of the two lovers. It supports an acceptance of the transformations of the partners, the absence of jealousy, and a trust that results in the awareness of the independence of each lover. Couple philosophy has as its connecting thread the equality of the partners: mutual understanding, equality of status, absence of domination or possession, autonomy and hence safety, openness, spontaneity and harmony. In the broader yoga philosophy, there is a quest for freedom which becomes a source of tolerance, detachment, “the happy adventure of shared self-aware evolution”, spontaneous changes of roles, the invention of new ways to make love, devotion and giving.

This sexual practice culture is an important aspect of their identity for MISA followers. But esoteric practices are only relevant for the „initiates”; they are not transparent to outsiders. The public image stops at the visible rituals, which are identified as purely sexual: they are the „identifying” label assigned by the public. The practical application of the principles of couple philosophy is treated by the majority as libertinism and immorality and therefore the ”identity” constructed by public opinion for the followers of the MISA School is distorted and tainted. A censoring imagination further enflames the public attitude toward the Yoga School. The aspects that are important to the life of the followers are never understood by the majority. 

IV. The need for protection of „minorities of sexual practice” 

The public opinion in Romania took part in the framing of the hetero-identity of yoga practitioners and created a „stigmatized identity” through the four processes of stigmatization: (a) people treat differently and label human differences; (b) cultural beliefs are associated with negative cultural labels; (c) labeled individuals are treated as distinct groups in order to establish an “us” vs “them” feeling of separateness; (d) labeled individuals lose their social status and are subject to discriminations that lead to an inequality of chances
.

The self-image of the MISA community has evolved under the pressure of the public stigmatization, censure and harassment yoga practitioners were subjected to for 30 years. The followers felt marginalized, threatened, and developed an awareness of being a profoundly different community. Their „sexual practice-related identity” made them extremely vulnerable. This is well-known for sexual orientation minorities (LGBT). We would like to emphasize the fact that sexual orientation is only one aspect of sexual practice.

The creation of a „minority of sexual practices” classification is motivated by an awareness of the extreme vulnerability of this type of identity, whether it is embraced by the group or it is assigned by the majority. The level of collective mobilization against MISA supports this view. Another case confirmed the force of the „sexual practice xenophobia”: the religious minority Family International.

This international organization arrived in Romania through several small nuclei founded in three of the larger cities. The „Family” is a new age community with a fervent religious life
. The „Family” names as its main identifying principles the Christian faith and humanitarian and charitable work. The Romanian affiliates were involved in remarkable projects helping children and persons in difficulty.
 

In spite of these achievements within a social environment with many needs, the activity of the „Family” was met with extreme hostility. Their humanitarian work was treated with derision
 or seen as a cover for corruption
. The media portrayed the group as „one of the most immoral sects”, “a sick environment” etc
. One of the forum comments to the article “’Children of God’ = prostitution and blackmail” posted on an Orthodox site stated:  “...these people deserve to have their skin torn off with pincers and to be burned alive.”
  

The anger against the members of the „Family” was created solely based on the information that these small communities live together, and sexual relations – experienced by the members with the fierceness of Christian love, a fact not visible to the majority – are free. It is interesting that, as in the MISA case, the harassment of „Family International” was initiated by the Romanian Information Service. Therefore, the community was stuck in the middle, between a society with very limited democratic traditions and state representatives with authoritarian inclinations. What followed for members of the Family were painful invectives, exclusions and violence.

Conclusions

The amplification of the danger hovering over groups like the MISA Yoga School or „Family International” requires their classification as minorities in order to ensure international protection for such groups. The accuracy of the ”minority” label is given by an awareness of the extreme vulnerability of such communities. Given that the engine of their demonization is unconventional sexual practices, at least in the case of Romanian public opinion
, MISA and similar groups deserve a status of „sexual practice minorities”.

This perspective could take full advantage of the jurisprudence of the European Court of Human Rights, which condemns the instigation to hostility towards a minority by representatives of the state through abusive, stigmatizing labels: „using force against persons from an ethnic or other minority is highly relevant to the question of whether or not hatred-induced violence has taken place” (subl.n.).
 

In situations where the discrimination and harassment of minority groups becomes severe, the same ECtHR jurisprudence opens the way to invoking article 3 of the European Convention on Human Rights on inhuman and degrading treatment, which is relevant for high-risk groups
. The mobilization of the population for the exclusion and victimization of adults that participate in unconventional sexual practices is an argument for including sexual practice minority groups under the umbrella of the system of protection of minorities.
� For the Swedish expert Karl Erik Nylund, MISA is a movement in support of an alternative lifestyle and alternative medicine, with an important Gnostic syncretism character (“Refuzul cererii de extrădare a lui Gregorian Bivolaru” („Denying Gregorian Bivolaru’s Extradition”), Noua Revistă de Drepturile Omului nr. 3-4, Vol. 1, 2005, pp. 157-182).


� See the APADOR-CH 2004 Report: http://www.apador.org/en/index.htm.


� He was convicted for sexual relations with a 17 years old minor who denied this allegation (http://soteriainternational.org/en/misa-case/197-human-rights-without-frontiers-about-gregorian-bivolaru-conviction-20130617.html).


� The case of Europa magazine.


� The case of Greater Romania magazine.


� The case of Cornel Ivanciuc, editorialist of the Academia Catavencu magazine.


� Sorin Ovidiu Vantu, a tycoon surrounded by Securitate officers, such as the former colonel Gheorghe Ratiu, head of the Securitate’s 1st Division, which for a long time had masterminded the repression of the yoga movement before 1980. The fact that the “moguls”’ direct and have absolute control over the newspapers they own – counter to generally accepted principles and also legislation like the Law of the AudioVisual – was made obvious in the fall of 2010 as the shorthand minutes of conversations of the Realitatea TV station owner Sorin Ovidiu Vantu were published, and managed to capture, for the benefit of history, the real relationship he had with the journalists: “You’re not free, folks. If you can live with that, do your job, if you can’t, just leave, no big shit about it!”


� Realitatea TV, Emanuel Isopescu.“News” March 29, 2004, 21:00 hours.


� Year 1994.


� Year 2007.


� Gabriel Andreescu, MISA. Radiografia unei represiuni (The Scrutiny of the Repression), Polirom, Iaşi, 2003.


� The yogaesoteric.net site published by a few MISA members has a „tantra yoga” section with the subjects listed above.


� See http://www.yogaesoteric.net/content.aspx?lang=RO&item=3634.


� Lama Yeshe, Introduction to Tantra. The Transformation of Desire, Wisdom publication, Boston, 2001. 


� The male sperm and the female sexual secretions.


� Bruce G. Link and Jo C. Phelan, "Conceptualizing Stigma", Annual Review of Sociology, 2001, p. 363.


� The new name of the Christian movement „Children of God”, founded over three decades ago. Current data on „Family International” were obtained as part of lawsuits against the abuse by authorities responding to anti-sectarian campaigns.


� William Sims Bainbridge, The endtime family: Children of God, State University of  New York Press, Albany,2002, p. 74. 


� See Delia Panait, ”Schimbările din organizaţia Familia Internaţional ca temă a libertăţii de gândire, conştiinţă şi religie” (”Changes within the Family International as an issue concerning freedom of thought, conscience and religion”),  Noua Revistă de Drepturile Omului no. 3, 2011. Pp. 36-57.


� The Children of God „…also donated a few things. A few broken bicycles.” (Mihai Rotaru, “Sex with children, in the name of God”, Ziua de Constanţa, Saturday February 14th 2004). 





� Gerhald Ernst, “Casa cu secta învăluită în mister”, adevărul.ro-Timişoara, marţi 20 aprilie 2010.


� Andreea Strachină, „’Copiii Domnului’, şapte mirese pentru şapte sectanţi”, evz.ro, joi, 24 Iunie 2010.


� http://bisericasecreta.wordpress.com/2008/02/02/copiii-domnului%E2%80%9D-prostitutie-si-santaj/.


� It is “strangely” written because public opinion appears to be attracted by sordid sexual stories – see the top audience ranking among printed media of the dailies Can-Can, Libertatea and Click.


� See the Nachova et al. v Bulgaria case, decision of February 26th 2004, al. 162.


� Like racial discrimination – see East-African Asians v. United Kingdom, no. 4403/70, 14.12.1973 and also the ECtHR decision in the Moldovan et al. v. Romania case of 2005.





