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Motto: “And the LORD God called unto Adam, and said unto him, Where art thou? And 

he said, I heard thy voice in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid 

myself.” Genesis 3, 9-10 

 

Our thesis, within an interdisciplinary research proceeding from the semantics and 

historical hermeneutics perspective, aims at identifying, describing and analyzing the 

sentiment of fear and sufferance in the collective memory of communist Romania (1948-

1965) as it is made known by sources: memoirs and documents. 

The first chapter of the research attempts to set up its own methodology to 

research the sentiment of fear present both within collective psyche and as an element of 

scientific study especially in the historiographic and memoirs` discourse. We have 

unveiled the fear and terror component found in the collective psychology during the 

studied period from the perspective of certain typologies of the fear sentiment, such as 

with or without object fears or in absentia fears, but also from methodological levels of 

manifestation and configuration, as for instance individual and collective bearings, or the 

level of masses and that of communist elites. When analyzing the sentiment of fear, an 

important part is “played” by the semantic and discursive complexity of fear, by its 

verbal and non-verbal manifestations and by the manner of objectivization in the 

narrative discourse. Furthermore, we identified, as a means of telling the story of fear and 

sufferance of former political prisoners the prevalence of an ordering of narrative 

discourse from the semantic memory perspective, as opposed to that of episodic memory, 

as it is usually appreciated. We also thought necessary to conceptually place fear, as a 

field of study for the history of mentalities/cultural history, within the notional sphere of 

representation, in the detriment of the well-known term collective mentality, especially 



 6 

because the first term renders more adequately the frames of collective memory of the 

studied period, specific to the braudelian conjunction. 

We analyzed the way in which the testimonies of former political prisoners took 

literary shape, with special attention to the context of witnessing process, upon the means 

of narration and focalizing of fear within the memoirs` discourse, strictly connected to the 

“going-outs” of the memory in the public space after the official fall of the communist 

regime in 1989. Moreover, we presented the time and space background of the studied 

period, emphasizing the violence and political violence which institutionalized and 

“globalized” the terror and fear in the 20th century. 

The second chapter presents the fear releasing zones into the collective 

psychology (detention, deportation, inquiries) along with essential aspects of research 

regarding the language of fear and the discursive objectivization of the representations of 

this sentiment. 

If during the previous centuries the main fear factor was the church, in the 20th 

century its place was swapped by the state. After the establishment of the communist 

regime in Romania, the sentiment of fear and sufferance represented something 

permanent, a collective reality in the everyday existence of the entire population. The 

political detention victims in particular attempted on a physical and psychological level, 

to find a modus vivendi concerning fear – a permanent life companion in detention – the 

studied sources are revealing a great variety of subjective feelings (of the sentiment of 

fear, of the responses to it, of the means of overcoming) but also carefully stored 

collective patterns. 

The layout of these patterns signals the transition from an individual level to a 

collective one, within the frames of representation. The language of fear and aggression 

(verbal and non-verbal) is one - common, but ambivalent and plural, operating an 

extraordinary process of mental contagiousness – understood and observed by everyone, 

perceived and utilized by victims and aggressors, present at the antagonist poles of the 

“communicational” layout, nourished by the sentiment of fear. The representations (as 

remanence) and the transfigurations of sufferance form up both at the level of a logical-
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operational level, accessible to everybody, and at the level of a moral conscience, 

dissimilar to some of the witnesses. 

From the “topography” of representations point of view we identified two levels: 

the referential one and the discursive one, as well as a distinct level of their approach by 

the lector or researcher. Although there is a perpetual balance of representation (and even 

an impossibility, in some cases, to make a choice) between memory and imagination, we 

take note of the undisputable disclosure of memory as an area of provenance and 

discursive objectivization of the representations of fear – we can distinguish namely the 

impressive presence of objective representations of sufferance regarding the studied 

period. Thus, in the representations of this sentiment in the memoirs` discourse regarding 

the Gulag itself the reference is extremely objective and anchored in reality, being 

supported also by sensorial and perceptive details (often synaesthetic) which reflects the 

fears with real object (especially the objective representations of fear, as well as those of 

secondary associated feelings, which make the person feel humiliated, discouraged, 

helpless, obedient, vulnerable, disoriented, etc.), and outside the concentration area we 

note the fact that the representations of fear set up a relation of representation more 

difficult to distinguish, being able to render with and without object fears altogether, 

attached both to reality and imagination (the reference is achieved either with a real 

object or with an absent one). 

Moreover, the manner in which the story of fear and anguish is narrated is 

remarkably powerful. Although formally there is a chronologic principle in the structure 

of the narration, the intelligibility line with regard to the conveyance of the fear is 

rendered by the semantic, not the chronologic memory. We have showed that the 

semantic memory chiefly structures the speech on spatial and causal coordinates (the 

spatial and temporal frames systematize the space, particularly the discursive topoi, in 

close connection with the painful causal actions), rendering the “flows” of consciousness 

and liable of the manner in which each individual categorizes, conceptualizes, signifies 

and self-represents (by means of associative diagrams) the semantic contents 

accumulated by the episodic memory. To this end, with regard to the way in which the 
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communist society, in general, and the concentration space, in particular, is reflected onto 

the collective consciousness, we identified a representative matrix diagram of the 

container-type topos (with its two zones: “big” and “small”); methodologically 

speaking, this model is mainly tributary to the “phenomenological” perspective, 

inaugurated by the cognitive semanticists Mark Johnson and George Lakoff. The 

container-type topos lies to a great extent at the foundation of the configuration at 

expression or content level of other representations or metaphors which can be framed 

within the peril category (we particularly have the cognitive meaning at the base), such as 

the ontological trip to the Communist Land of the Fear. Beside the matrix 

representation of the concentration container, the objective representations of the fear or 

the pshychopomp metaphor of the trip to the Gulag, we identified and analyzed discourse 

representations which we considered more important for the purpose of our research, 

such as the fears in absentia (the hunger and the cold), the quasi-mythical representation 

of the Securitate’s black car, the apophatic representations, the oneiric representations or 

the rumors, as well as reflections thereof, especially at expression level, within the ethical 

or aesthetic register. In respect of the other facet of the representation, namely the 

transfiguration, it generally belongs to a deeply individualized 

selfrepresentative/selftransfigurative 

level (the collective dimension is nevertheless present) and “unfolds” in 

principle on “laic” and religious coordinates. Therefore, we noticed that, in opposition to 

the discourse conveying the representations of fear, upon exposing the salvation 

strategies or the fear transfigurations, the narrative discourse releases tension and rakishly 

renders a familiar universe, becoming a discourse of courage, which the confessor can 

and wishes to display directly, immediately and not mediated by representations. The 

direct nature of the testimony marks the victim’s release from the terror of representation; 

the discourse focuses not on rendering the objects of fear (the manner in which they are 

represented), but on the confessor’s way to control and discharge its emotion, on the 

evocation of the effusion process and the fear transfigurations. Much more facile for the 

confessor is not the direct recollection of the human condition tormented by sufferance, 
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but the indirect, apophatic one, of the way it was overcome. 

The confession process consists in the release, by means of discursive 

representations, of the traumatic events, the affect and the beliefs, of the worldview 

correspondent to the theme of sufferance and fear - in a nutshell, the release of the 

“frightened self” into the narration. The narration “animates” the self from the past, yet 

the recollection passes through the filters of the current self; the narrative focus of the 

personal history is accomplished in terms of the need for redemption or transposition into 

representation of the fear, in close relation to the social and political background of the 

time when it occurs - hence a notable difference between the “experienced” fear and the 

manner of discourse reproduction and representation of the feeling. A remarkable 

example of how such a memorialistic work was received in the public post-communist 

space is Nicolae Steinhardt’s testimony, entitled Jurnalul fericirii (The Happiness Diary), 

which was highly successful, as it managed to set forth authentically the aggression and 

fear experienced by the population and to rebuild the existential discontinuity generated 

during the communism years, by displaying a remarkable individual development. 

The third chapter lays down the borders of fear between the two zones of the 

container-type space (the “small” zone, of the actual concentration camp, and the “big” 

zone, beyond the prison walls), which prove extremely frail and can be easily 

transgressed. The prison, the deportation and especially the inquiry represent zones of 

fear supply within the collective consciousness and narrative focal points of this feeling, 

known by means of language and fear representations. Moreover, representations 

maintained at all times the fear of punishment in the collective consciousness of the 

population outside the Gulag, becoming at a certain point an intrinsic reference level, of 

great use to the regime, as representation made the power seem present even when it was 

not, translating thus the repressive omnipotence of the communist regime. 

In the case of the communist repression, the range of the determining objects of 

fear widened to a great extent, encompassing especially new aspects of social and 

political nature and maintaining at all times the people’s increased sensitivity to fear. 

With regard to the political detention, beside the torture and multiple privations or fears 
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in absentia, the inquisitors operated even a repressive instrumentalization of certain daily 

phobias, whereas the enthusiastic cruelty led to fear in extremis, ravishing the conscience 

to a level never before occurred within the Romanian or other concentration experiences - 

to that end we made references to and analyzed the Great Fear experienced by the Piteşti 

(1949-1952) or Gherla prisoners, subject to an experiment entitled reeducation, as well as 

issues related to cannibalism or suicide. We also signaled the disturbance of the 

anamnetic process and the discourse behavior of the testimonies upon the Piteşti type 

reeducation, the fear taking an auctorial facet and triggering discursive strategies and 

techniques such as the retrospective cenesthesia, or providing the reader with manifold 

scenarios of the reality. 

The fear “in the feminine” bears a specific peculiarity, chiefly connected to the 

threatening, the privation and the sexual dishonoring. Although significantly less 

numerous than those of the male imprisoned population, the female detention testimonies 

are characterized by the impressive pithiness of the detention evocation, impregnated 

with extremely vivid perceptual details of the detention experience and a high frankness 

of the narrative discourse. 

At the level of the masses, the subjects of the communist regime, we identified 

two social-political categories of the fear par excellence: the outcast and the pariah, in 

close relation to two homonym social-political rituals practiced by the communist regime. 

By sending the political enemies to the Gulag, the communist regime “invested” them 

with the outcast status - cast outside the society, and after release thereof, they were 

confronted with the condition of pariah - being “exiled” to the fringes of the society (the 

two categories, for the purpose of our research undertaking, receive another meaning than 

that assigned by A. Neculau and G. Ferreol in the cited work, starting from a Foucaultian 

approach). The marginality of the former political prisoners occurred as a consequence of 

their surviving the torture of exclusion, or as an avatar thereof - the individual had to 

move within a strictly confined space (its own social “container”), under permanent 

surveillance and monitoring (solely the place of exclusion was preserved by the strict 
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delimitation, not the function, which was maintained to a great extent). The two social 

political rituals mentioned above, of exclusion and marginalization, find correspondence 

in what Michel Foucault presented as model of the political exercise of the power, 

corresponding to a political dream of a pure society, respectively a disciplined society. 

The former faces an external objective threatening, which sieges the power’s 

peacefulness and objectifies itself by the practice of certain exclusion rituals (exile, 

confinement, separation) of the “lepers”, and the latter by a meticulous mapping 

technique of the “plagued” (consisting of the strict delineation of the personal and social 

space, order, control, surveillance, disciplining, modeling, overspecialization of the 

power apparatus). These diagrams, applied simultaneously to the communist power 

during the surveyed period (the threat is present, the power’s need to stop it, evident), 

reveal the fact that the former identifies itself with the detention space aiming at the 

cessation of the symbolic communication both between the two polar dimensions of the 

container topos (the “small” zone and the “big” zone), and temporally - between the 

past and the future; the latter diagram chiefly refers to the “free world”, a space carefully 

delineated and monitored, upon which a form of self-referentiality was imposed: it was 

forbidden any other type of communication than with itself. 

We also pointed out to the insidious outlining of the delinquent’s complex, of 

political nature, inoculated on a large scale both to the detention population and the 

“free” one. Another facet related to this complex and the two social political categories 

mentioned at the level of the masses was also the use of the “biographic” as repressive 

resort, through the activities of acknowledgement and “adjustment” by the Securitate of 

the personal biographies of the “enemies of the people”, materialized especially in the 

investigation files and informative inquiries. 

Although only of subsidiary interest for our research work, to the extent that it 

served for the reenactment of the victims’ painful experience, the level of analysis 

established by the communist elites captured our attention with regard to the interception 

of certain aspects related to the sense of insecurity generated in the relation with the 

masses and the fear of Moscow, which form the scope of analysis of the fourth chapter. 
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We captured the relationship between the elites and the masses around the Hungarian 

Revolution of 1956, directing our attention towards the reflection of the masses’ turmoil 

within the ideological and propagandistic discourse. Against the background of the 

Hungarian Revolution, we deemed as extremely important the analysis of the rumors 

entertained to a high degree within the public space, which relieved the collective 

consciousness from fear and aggression, by channeling them toward the public space. We 

viewed the rumor as a representation and a transfiguration of the fear at the same time, 

occurred in the context of the objectivization of certain collective perils, which it 

transmits and relativizes, and a counterweight to the ideological and propagandistic 

environment. The rumor’s issuer is exempted from the fear of punishment, being able to 

discharge its fears, in relative anonymity, into the public space. The Party’s information 

bulletins during this period are genuine rumor chrestomathies, the authorities betraying 

an ongoing anxiety state with regard to the population’s state of mind, which they 

monitor by the “depiction” and the analytical processing of these representations. 

The ideological and propagandistic apparatus of the communist regime 

constituted an intrinsic repressive means, showing that the true essence of the communist 

ideology was violence. Similarly to and together with the party and the security bodies, 

the propagandistic apparatus had the mission to reify the fear and transform it into 

merchandise supplied by the regime to its subjects. Simultaneously, for the communist 

elites - whose job was the manufacturing of fear, the propaganda served as motivational 

support, complementary to the communist legislation which provided the support for a 

law representation and a legal frame for the repressive activities, in accordance with the 

ideological conventions of the time.  Nevertheless, the communist propaganda employed 

propagandistic techniques on a large scale, which used the destructive force of the fear, 

among which we made mention of the “fear appeal” and of the “albatross technique”. 

The propaganda managed to instill in history a conditioning reflex to patterns originating 

in the feeling of fear, often making the individual incapable of dissociating between 

actual information (news for example) and propaganda, or even developing a constant 
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need to be “served” and to “consume” these information patterns, with effects visible in 

the current social or political behavior. 

In the conclusions we poined out that the fear was inoculated onto the collective 

consciousness during the long history span by means of an inter-generation contagion, 

succeeding in creating mental grids of reality significance which are still altering notably 

both the human behaviors and the general working of the society, even if the threat of the 

communist regime has ceased in reality. The fear language and representations are 

manifested under forms much more difficult to detect, by means of a procedural memory, 

which instituted various mental and social conditionalities, thoroughly functional until 

the present times. 

Nevertheless, the personal and collective identity issues of the present find their 

roots, along with their healing, in the terrifying obscurity of the Communist Land of 

the Fear. As shown, in consonance with other authors, a first step towards overcoming 

these problems generated onto the collective consciousness and the working of the social 

“body”, lies with identifying and accepting the fears which altered the national identity, 

at all levels and components. Thereafter, this recovery and “healing” process of the 

identity needs to start from the valorization of the fear and sufferance as positive 

experiences in the collective memory, capable to lead to a social renewal, and to prevent, 

implicitly, the power’s totalitarian deviations. Unfortunately, the terrible hybridization of 

the communist fear and terror which led to the impossibility to identify (and expose in the 

public square), even at an operational level of the conscience, these reminiscences of the 

fear and thus to discern honestly - of primordial importance nevertheless - between the 

two poles of the fear (chiefly between the agents and the patients of the feeling), placing 

the today’s individual within a background extrinsic to the vital matter of society 

renewal. 

Even before resorting to the moral concepts and “grids”, we deemed as a first 

step, developed within the framework of an operational “phenomenology”, the 

identification of the representations of fear, of the operational concepts and images, as a 

sine qua non condition, as Nicolae Steinhardt would say, of the collective shift to 

awareness in what regards the communist regime and its insidious intrusion into the 

difficulties of the present. 
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