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          1 Introduction: Realms of Privacy and Agency
 
        
 
         
          When thinking about the source of inspiration for this book, certain images and narrative projections come to my mind, forming a strange yet familiar mosaic, a sort of family album. One of those images is the shaking body of a young girl hiding in a hole in the ground: my grandmother’s father dug a safe place to hide his daughter from the Soviet soldiers marching through the Romanian territories during World War II. But the image of my other grandmother’s wrinkled hands tells a different story: after only four years of education, her father decided that too much schooling would do nothing but harm her, so she spent the first harsh decades of the Romanian communist regime raising and educating her six children. One particular story about my husband’s grandmother helps me to grasp the communist regime’s impact on individual destinies and on Romanian society as a whole: in 1950, while working as a high school teacher, she was accused of being a member of the old bourgeoisie, which was being targeted by the communist regime as “the enemy of the people.” Her fur collar coat apparently proved her membership to this group. In the end, she lost her teaching position. Finally, the photo of a beautiful young girl with gorgeous, braided hair and a wistful gaze is also included in my family album. Back then, my husband’s other grandmother was a talented young writer who wrote poems to her father, a soldier in World War II. He was arrested shortly after the war by the communist authorities and died in prison after being punished for fighting against the “liberating” Soviet Army on the Eastern Front.
 
          Our mothers’ entangled stories are also waiting to be told. My mother’s life was marked by the impact of the communist regime as she raised one daughter after the other, constantly hoping to avoid getting pregnant again, as getting an abortion at the time almost certainly meant suicide. Her last child survived despite her many attempts to terminate the pregnancy. The details of her attempt to terminate her last pregnancy shocked me, but I look at my youngest sister and am glad that my mother failed. The image of my mother-in-law preparing meals for her only child at five in the morning, as she had no other spare time, provides me with further details about women’s everyday lives under communism. The long hours she spent working as a teacher and the endless, sterile school meetings mandated by the authorities for the discussion and glorification of the Romanian Communist Party and its supreme leader’s achievements, as well as her personal struggle for material survival, drained her of all her energy and suppressed her creativity, which she was only able to utilize when it came to preparing meals with a minimum of basic ingredients. These are some of the untold stories of thousands, perhaps even millions of women who have experienced abusive regimes at various stages of their lives. What about their inner lives, their joy, hopes and dreams? Many of these life stories are only recounted in the private familial space and have only a minimal impact on public memory discourse through their public reverberations. On the other hand, written stories about the past have a chance to shape memory discourse, to challenge it, and to enrich it by showing the many ways that past events have been experienced and understood.
 
          I spent my early childhood in communist Romania, and, during the post-communist transition period, I first began hearing personal stories of the challenges that women faced living under communism. During my student years, I learned that my older colleagues were afraid to have children in the 1980s due to social hardship and a lack of basic products, including baby formula. Little by little, I learned from friends and acquaintances what it meant to be a woman during communism, listening to dozens of stories, some nostalgic, some tragic, some both at once. I learned about the strict population control, the challenges of raising children or of choosing not to have any, of being both professionally active and fully involved in domestic life, and also about differences, advantages, and disadvantages. From different perspectives, the life narratives I heard revealed to me women’s struggles to gain control over their lives and the communist regime’s dominant representations of women’s role and place in society. The complex connections between personal life stories and the political and social influence on self-narration and self-expression continue to fascinate me. How do women position themselves in relation to the communist system in their life writing? And how did the social and political regime influence how they revealed themselves in life writing? These are some of the questions in the background of this volume, which indicate that the topic of women’s life writing in East Central Europe still requires significant discussion in relation to past socialist regimes. This book focuses on how women narratively express the self in life writing as a means of dealing with the past and recollecting their life experiences. What constitutes communist experience, and who is allowed to present it? My analysis of women’s life writing reflects the complexity of the process of remembering and the connections between self-expression, memory, privacy, and autobiographical narrative. In speaking about women’s experiences of the communist regime, I adopt an understanding of experience in this book as something “lived by the individual subject and defined in her terms – an experience reconstructed by the protagonist, and transmitted to others” (Leydesdorff et al. 2017, 14). Therefore, in my readings of Romanian women’s life writing, I will pay close attention to the impact that the regime had on women’s lives as reflected through their self-narration in life writing. I will explore women’s responses to political and social events and to the invasion of their private lives. My close analyses of how they wrote their life narratives will investigate the impact of prevailing social norms and power relationships on women’s memories.
 
          I use the concept of self-narration as it was coined by Arnaud Schmitt (2019) to explore the connection between autobiographical writing, the narration of the self, and memories of the communist regime. In the Handbook of Autobiography/Autofiction, Schmitt defines self-narration as a “form of autobiographical writing that focuses on the self” and “on the construction of identity, mostly through a reflection on the inner workings of memory and on how the latter is deeply entangled with the sense of who we are” (2019, 659). I understand this definition of self-narration as a “narration of the self” carried out in “an ongoing process underpinned by selected memories” in order to explore Romanian women’s self-narration in connection with their memories of the communist period. By analyzing this connection between memories of the communist past and self-narration in life writing, I also acknowledge the background of this “autobiographical endeavor” (Schmitt 2019, 658) as the intention “to narrat‍[e] the self, and not life in general” (Schmitt 2019, 662).
 
          This chapter introduces the general conceptual framework of my research into realms of privacy. It provides an overview of my survey of the impact that abusive regimes of power had on women’s lives and on the way that they expressed their selves by analyzing their life writing through the lenses of privacy and agency. I reflect on the connection between the self and privacy, and I propose the concept of “privacy of the self” to designate the forms that privacy takes when this bond between the self and privacy is affected by power relations, in this specific case those related to the Romanian communist regime. The “privacy of the self” means a realm of privacy created by the self, envisioned and constructed through specific acts, despite the abusive regime’s attempts to control various aspects of citizens’ private lives, thereby demonstrating personal agency. Throughout this book, I will analyze the privacy of the self in terms of self-narration, self-expression, and authors’ reflections on how their autobiographical narratives have been shaped by abusive regimes of power as they remember the communist past in life writing. The designation “East Central Europe” is used to describe former communist regimes and the collapse of those regimes between 1989 and 1991 (Livizeanu and von Klimó 2017). This volume examines the impact of the communist regime on Romanian women’s life writing by looking at the publications printed in Romania in the post-communist decades (1990 – 2020), although it also offers several examples that highlight attempts made by those who escaped abroad to testify about the horrors they experienced in communist Romania in their life writing publications.
 
          Throughout this book, I will speak of two forms of agency: 1) communicative agency exercised through effective self-narration that testifies about the past, and 2) shared agency, practiced both as empathetic listening and as personal social involvement, i. e., by actively and publicly engaging with the evaluation of and the meanings associated with the past. These interconnected forms play out on different scales and are visible in Romanian women’s life writing that deals with the communist past. I will also discuss a retroactive, projected agency related to life writing that addresses traumatic memories and events.
 
          The first part of this chapter uses the framework of the politics of memory in East Central Europe to identify the connections between public memory discourse and life narrative. Furthermore, it explores the way in which life writing addresses the remembrance of the past. The second part introduces the life writing scene during communism, especially in relation to self-expression, privacy, and agency. In line with my argument that the autobiographical self grows from privacy and the private sphere and becomes public through acts of linguistic self-expression, the third part proposes a threefold privacy framework that describes the loss of privacy in the process of rendering the self visible to others, changes in patterns of privacy under the control and influence of regimes of power, and how specific form of privacy, such as relational privacy, responded to the intrusion of the regime into the private sphere and are highlighted in life writing through self-expression. Finally, the last part engages briefly with the development of the book’s chapters and with their driving questions.
 
          
            1.1 Memory, and forgetting and remembering the past
 
            Layers of personally, socially, and culturally infused memories are accessed in the process of remembering the past, and the result is narratively structured, forming the remembered personal past. The entangled narratives of individual past experiences and projected frames of collective remembrance act by mutually transforming public events into personal memories and erasing the discontinuities between personal narratives and the collectively remembered past. David Lowenthal writes that,in “the process of knitting our own discontinuous recollections into narratives, we revise personal components to fit the collectively remembered past, and gradually cease to distinguish between them” (Lowenthal 1985, 196). Individual remembrance takes place in a specific social context, thus making it “socially mediated” (Misztal 2003), as the individual assimilates or rejects the representations of collective memory. It is also shaped by various intersections with the memories of others and their stories about the past – the “intersubjective past” (Misztal 2003). At the same time, as Astrid Erll points out, memory, remembering, and forgetting are intertwined, and individual and collective memories are “an expressive indication of the needs and interests of the person or group doing the remembering in the present” (Erll 2011, 8). The present marks the way in which the past is remembered and, furthermore, can influence the publicly accepted master narrative of the past by shining the spotlight on some elements of this narrative while blurring others for shorter or longer periods of time. Collective memory manifests itself as the public result of this interplay between memory and (active) forgetting. What is remembered and what is forgotten depends on various agents, and when political factors are included, collective memory is transformed and shaped by the politics of memory.
 
            Friedrich Nietzsche (1997) coined the term “active forgetting,” separating humans from animals based on their capacity to remember and distinguish between passive, unconscious, and active forms of forgetting. A number of scholars adopted this concept and used it in opposition to the natural process of memories fading away to describe the individual or collective capacity to select what should be remembered on the basis that it meets present requirements, offering continuity and stability at the level of public and private narratives. I will discuss the suppression of memories here using this concept. Active forgetting “enables selective remembering; it defuses and neutralizes past experiences that are not beneficial for present and future life” (Aydin 2017, 125). At the same time, Zeynep Talay Turner interprets this active forgetting as something related to the process of consciously engaging with the past by taking responsibility in the choices one makes. In this frame, active forgetting is not the same thing as “covering things up,” but is a “strategic, conscious activity of decision and selection, and above all of interpretation” (Turner 2019, 53). Active forgetting thus allows us to take a break from our continuity with a personal and collective past, and allows us to express agency, make choices, and create mechanisms to surpass both the monumentality and the reenactment of the past discussed by Nietzsche in his essay “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life” (1997). The choice brought into discussion by active forgetting also reveals individual and collective responsibility and accountability. Moreover, it shows the plasticity of remembrance by including the narratives of others and by enabling and acknowledging different constructions and representations of the past.
 
            Paul Connerton (2008) published a direct critique of the commonly held view that remembering and its institutionalized corollary, commemorating, are a virtue and that forgetting is, implicitly, a failure. In his analyses, Connerton disentangles different acts and defines seven types of forgetting: repressive erasure, prescriptive forgetting, forgetting that is constitutive in the formation of a new identity, structural amnesia, forgetting as annulment, forgetting as planned obsolescence, and forgetting as humiliated silence (2008, 59 – 71). I would like to use this typology to illustrate the dynamics and the plasticity of remembrance in the space of the former communist states of East Central Europe, as autobiographical writing demonstrates different levels of individual and collective entanglement between the top-down politics of memory and bottom-up personal narratives, invoking both memory and (active) forgetting.
 
            The first kind of forgetting discussed by Connerton, forgetting as repressive erasure, is related to the history of totalitarian regimes but also to the master narratives that, through “celebratory remembrance,” can successfully cover “acts of editing out and erasure” (Connerton 2008, 61). In the East Central European states, the communist regimes instrumentalized the past in various ways by directly controlling what was remembered and commemorated in the public space, as well as by controlling the writing of history (Behr 2021; Blaive 2021). The life writing analyzed in this book indicates the pressure felt by individuals to participate in or to accept the official historical narrative that (in)‌directly rewrote significant parts of their families’ and communities’ histories.
 
             Prescriptive forgetting usually restores some level of cohesion in societies that have been confronted by totalitarian governments in the past, which, through their actions, caused powerful ruptures at the level of society, or in societies where civic engagement and activism have been wiped out by totalitarian governments. In this context, Connerton speaks of “societies where democracy is regained after a recent undemocratic past, or where democracy is newly born” and “must establish institutions and make decisions that foster forgetting as much as remembering” (2008, 62). The post-communist politics of amnesia in relation to the perpetrators and supporters of the communist regime can be interpreted through this lens of fostering reconciliation at the social level. Mihai Stelian Rusu writes about silencing the past “simply by not mentioning it, in the hope that the passing of time will naturally bring about an oblivion that will ease and eventually lift the burden of the past on the present” (Rusu 2017, 1261). However, as in many former communist states, this politics of amnesia was mainly a tool controlled by the former nomenklatura (those who held key positions during the communist regime) or by the heirs of the Communist Party, meaning that its purpose and results remain highly questionable. In this case, life writing can provide an alternative narrative based on counter-memories by stimulating debates about the master narratives of the past supported by those in power.
 
            The third type, forgetting constitutive in the formation of a new identity, is reminiscent of “active forgetting” as it addresses individual acts of discarding personal memories that no longer have any practical meaning “in the management of one’s current identity and ongoing purposes” (Connerton 2008, 63). It means the creative act of transforming and evolving, and Connerton argues that what “is allowed to be forgotten provides living space for present projects” (2008, 63). This type of forgetting is projected, looks more to the future, and is less interested in the past. Life writing constructs the self in a structured, narrative form, and acts of forgetting can be practiced as self-censorship both in relation to one’s personal story and in relation to the stories of others that become part of the written narrative. What kind of narrative expression does this type of forgetting give rise to? In this book, I will ask how much space is dedicated to the conscious, creative construction of new possibilities of self-narration and how these narrative windows, once opened, are integrated into the structure of life writing.
 
            The fourth type of forgetting, structural amnesia, refers to a person’s tendency to remember only the information invested with personal significance. In life writing, authors choose to elaborate upon and develop certain memories and topics, but the choices they make also hint at the ones that have been forgotten or overlooked in self-narration. This practice itself is common in events that, due to their significance – whether they were traumatic or have to do with the author’s regrets about not being able to act in a suitable or specific manner – cause a rupture in the narration by challenging the established autobiographical trajectory. Therefore, I will pay attention to the omissions at which different narrative fragments hint and to the connections identified between what the self-narration emphasizes and what it overshadows. By utilizing memory studies analyses, I will examine narratives throughout this book to reveal “recurring commonalities in the form or content of the experiences,” “notable absences,” and “metaphors or clichés” that refer to “the social or cultural meanings of the experience and its relation to the rememberer” (Keightley 2010, 64).
 
            The fifth type, forgetting as annulment, is the result of a surfeit of information (Connerton 2008, 64 – 65). By considering individual lives, I am asking how much the Romanian communist regime contributed to grounding paradigms of knowledge that later proved unsuitable for life in a democratic state. I will pursue this question by identifying references in life writing to the individual manifestations of obedience and how these paradigms of knowledge were called upon in experiences of the external world, including observations made by the authors about their own minds being clogged up with information, ideological stereotypes, and practices indebted to the communist past and is legacy. The life writing analyzed in this book provides details about how individuals experienced the communist regime in Romania, although the large majority of it was written during the post-communist period. Therefore, its authors are able to distance themselves from their past experiences under the communist regime and to critically reflect on their own processes of forgetting as well as the annulment of previously learned practices that had long been part of their experience.
 
            Connerton defines the sixth type of forgetting, planned obsolescence, by discussing the “capitalist system of consumption” (Connerton 2008, 66) and its production of goods and services. The increasing acceleration of innovation in consumption is producing larger quantities of “soon to be obsolete objects,” requiring “ever more acts of discarding” (Connerton 2008, 66 – 67). I will explore possible developments within the framework of memory studies and life writing in the former communist states of East Central Europe by analyzing personal practices and reflections on the practices in narratives of everyday life and memories of consumption under communism.
 
            The seventh type of forgetting, forgetting as humiliated silence, resonates with my exploration of collective and individual responsibility, which the memory of communism in East Central Europe has failed to offer narrative substance in many cases. Life writing steps in to fill this gap by (in)‌directly expressing this “silence of humiliation and shame” (Connerton 2008, 68). Many other narrative layers still need to be explored to make it possible to remember the past in an inclusive way. The interplay between silencing, forgetting, repression, and survival is reproduced in autobiographical writing that deals with the memories of abusive regimes of power. In Connerton’s words, “some acts of silence may be an attempt to bury things beyond expression and the reach of memory; yet such silencings, while they are a type of repression, can at the same time be a form of survival, and the desire to forget may be an essential ingredient in that process of survival” (2008, 68). At the same time, the guilt and shame of acknowledging one’s personal contribution, whatever its weight, to perpetuating an abusive regime of power impede authors’ reflections on the transformations of the self that were brought about by regimes of power. However, there are also some examples that provide details about ordinary people’s responsibility in relation to the communist regime. The sixth chapter of this volume will explore these further by connecting shared responsibility and privacy in life writing.
 
            Throughout this book I will use Maurice Halbwachs’s definition of the nation’s collective memory as something that is generated in interactions between social actors under the pressure of societal forces (Halbwachs, 1992), as well as the definition of the politics of memory as a set of strategies employed by political actors “to make others remember in certain, specific ways” together with “the effects of such mnemonic manipulations” (Kubik and Bernhard 2014, 7). The collective memory of past events that have affected society as a whole is thus understood as something that develops in connection with the official politics of memory, which is imposed on individuals and also produced as “a popular memory reflecting the mnemonic performance of ordinary people” (Reifová 2018, 589). In this framework, the discourse of memory, part of the politics of memory, functions as the top-down performance of collective memory.
 
            “[M]‌emory socialization” generates specific “discursive codes” (Tileagă 2018, 119 – 120) for past events and key historical figures. In post-communist East Central European countries, the discourse of memory employs several narratives focused on denying the communist past, preserving a moderate amount of continuity with the communist past, or even consolidating national identity based on the communist past (Jõesalu 2010; Kosmos 2020). Moreover, several researchers have observed the absence of “a shared public narrative about the socialist past” (Koleva 2016, 344), while the public rejection and condemnation of the communist past often contradict the autobiographical accounts that tend to present a moderate view of the past and preserve a certain autobiographical continuity (Reifová 2018, 589). Alternative narratives, with a lower impact, have been created based on different research focused on ordinary people’s lives during communism, including nostalgic views of the past (Louyest and Roberts, 2015; Mihelj, 2017). The victimization and heroization narratives have been the strongest catalysts of the anti-communist movement in East Central Europe due to their presence at the level of public memory discourse and their connection to public opinion. In Hungary, the House of Terror’s rhetoric of victimization coincided with the public blaming “the persistence of socialist remains for the failure to enter transition’s promised future” (Nadkarni 2020, 26), while in the Czech Republic, the narrative of “communism as the Other” was linked to that of victimization (Blaive 2020, 226).
 
            In Romania, memory discourse primarily focuses on the trauma of the communist past, extending the trauma experienced by victims of the regime to the whole of Romanian society (Petrescu and Petrescu 2014) and largely overlooking the role played by ordinary people in maintaining an abusive structure of power (Mitroiu 2016; Petrescu 2017). On the other hand, ordinary people often use the language of nostalgia when remembering their lives in communist times. Nostalgia has been identified as characteristic of the language used during the transition period, which posed a challenge to the former stability of living conditions (Petrescu 2017, 193). Research on the connection between memories of a specific generation and objects from the past – “communist memorabilia” – in the framework of “online mnemonic and curatorial practices” (Pohrib 2016; 2019) have revealed variations in people’s feelings about the past. Together with the trauma of the early decades, several studies have explored everyday life under communism and the narratives of ordinary people (Massino 2009; 2010; 2012; 2019). However, their impact at the level of the memory discourse of communism in Romania remains rather modest.
 
            Alongside the narrative of communism as something imposed by outside foreigners (Ursachi 2015, 227; Tileagă 2018) and of communism as “the Other,” “distanced from (the national self)” (Tileagă 2018, 112), explorations of the memory of communism emphasize the first two decades of the communist regime. Several institutions, such as the Sighet Communist Victims and Resistance Memorial and the Institute for the Investigation of Communist Crimes, have been involved in investigating the communist past by gathering and analyzing private narratives and public archives. As their mission is to support victims in remembering and sharing their experiences, and to collect testimonies of past abuses, these “memory institutions” (Dujisin, 2021) have not only facilitated the public process of coming to terms with the communist past (Mitroiu, 2016) but have also validated the public memory discourse constructed around collective victimization. This narrative received further support when the Romanian Parliament publicly condemned the country’s communist past in 2006, following extensive research into and a comprehensive report on the crimes of the former regime. The “Tismăneanu Report” was issued by the Presidential Commission for the Analysis of the Communist Regime, endorsed by the Romanian president (Hogea 2010), written by academic specialists, and coordinated by Vladimir Tismăneanu, a well-known political scholar and historian of communism. The report focused on the illegitimate and criminal features of the regime. Several researchers have observed that it also externalized the memory of communism by insisting on its tangible nature – “an archival conception of memory based on the notion that collective memory of communism is purportedly inscribed in documents” (Tileagă 2018, 118) – and by treating it as “somehow independent of social relations between people” (Tileagă 2018, 115). The report has been criticized for limiting the development of “counter-accounts or alternative positions” (Tileagă 2018, 116) and has strengthened the narrative of collective victimization that was extensively adopted in the first post-communist decade. However, its conclusion reveals the general perception of communism in Romania at that time. This narrative of the past focuses on the externality of the imposed oppression, discharges the communist regime of its national blame, and absolves ordinary people of their responsibility for perpetuating an abusive regime of power through collaboration or even a lack of opposition. The individual accountability for past wrongs has been reduced to proven collaborations with the Romanian secret police, the Securitate (Ursachi 2015).
 
            Within the general framework of the politics of memory regarding the Romanian communist regime, this book asks how the past is experienced and represented by looking at personal and collective frames of remembering. What role does life writing play in addressing the collective memory of the communist past and, furthermore, in challenging or supplementing memory discourse? My analyses investigate the testimonial nature of life writing that deals with past abuses alongside the challenges of the historical context in which both the events themselves and the remembrance process take place, also paying attention to the acts of (self‑)‌censorship involved in the process of rendering the self visible to others.
 
            Autobiographical writing explores various interconnected past events and the memories of them, and reworks these memories using a self-reflexive lens “in the continually changing contexts of the present” (Stewart 2003, 14). When abusive relationships of power and traumatic memories are involved, it can hinder authors’ considerations of the impact that these have had on their self-narration, and changes can affect self-expression. In such cases, the testimonial nature of life writing becomes dominant; writing becomes a tool for addressing past abuses and testifying on behalf those who did not have a chance to do so. The authors’ understanding of the impact of abusive relationships of power on the self and of the changes suffered by resisting and coping in those situations is diminished, while the instrumental role of testimony, of testifying to determine “societal and cultural changes” (Savolainen 2022, 167) is accentuated. Furthermore, there is an additional “self-analytical or interpretative aspect” to testimony, as authors “are not restricted to the role of witness, but at times adopt, or attempt to adopt, the perspective of the analyst or indeed the historian” (Stewart 2003, 15).
 
            Autobiographical writings are public texts written for the reader, and there is often a connection between the personal narratives they include and historical events as well as others’ stories about the past. The writing self is constructed in relation to others, and when testimony defines the autobiographical narrative, we often hear the voice of vindication, the personal motives related to various forms of injustice and self-justification being traditionally associated with the written story of one’s own life (Gilmore 2017, 79 – 80). Testimony surpasses individual and national boundaries. Leigh Gilmore writes that testimony is haunted by those who are no longer and by those who testify on their behalf: “by the dead to whom [testimony] bears witness, as well as the living who offer and hear it. It carries histories of the past that are difficult to narrate, and it makes a claim on the present about current situations” (2017, 75). The presence of empathetic listeners forges a connection between dead victims and living victims, as “testimonial agency moves in search of an adequate witness” (Gilmore 2017, 76); therefore, the audience has a further impact on autobiographical testimony.
 
            On the other hand, in its testimony about the trauma and tragic events experienced under abusive regimes of power, life writing contradicts the master narrative of the past publicly accepted and widely circulated by explicitly pointing to alternative narratives and meanings of contested events and troubled memories. Direct and indirect, external censorship and internal censorship, which manifests as self-censorship, have an impact on how the past is processed and significantly affect forms of self-expression. Through self-censorship, authors “exert control over the retelling of their life story to an audience” (Stroińska and Cecchetto 2015, 178). Self-censorship is determined not only by the fear of punitive measures or by the personal loss that revealing too much would bring but also by the thoughts and prospects of the distress that the autobiographical narrative could cause to others who, due to their interlinked stories and shared memories, are involved in the author’s act of recreating the past.
 
            The collective construction of the past influences autobiographical narrative. Life writing analyses reveal the complicated interconnections between autobiographical narratives, historical events, their interpretations, and the “cultural memory” (Assmann 2013; Erll 2011) that interferes between past experiences and censored and self-censored writing. Differentiating between communicative and cultural memory, Jan Assman (2008) and Aleida Assmann (2008; 2013) discuss the institutionalized forms of memory based on rituals and media, arguing that cultural memory is a subset of manifestations of memory in culture, a “societal construction of normative and formative versions of the past” (Erll 2011, 30). In this context, life writing makes use of the self-reflexive narrative. Moreover, life writing is linked to its specific context and the community to which its author feels bound. The cultural memory framework includes the shared construction of a collective identity, retrospective construction of the past based on the present situation, and the continuity of meaning due to stable forms of expression, as well as institutionalized organization (the specialization of its “carriers” – “gatekeepers of memory”) and reflexivity (Erll 2011, 29 – 30). Therefore, the frames of cultural memory mark life writing by mixing the author’s own experiences and the “political or ideological functionalizations of the past” (Erll 2011, 32). Autobiographies tell us something about individual life stories and personal experiences but also, as Aleida Assmann points out, “follow certain narrative patterns and are based on cultural codes and symbols” (2006, 265). They demonstrate the interpretative features of the remembrance process. A life experience is narrated from a specific, individual point of view, with some aspects privileged, and others silenced or reshaped.
 
           
          
            1.2 Writing the self and communism
 
            The communist regime’s repressive apparatus operated in Romania by targeting and eliminating the former cultural and political elites and by creating its own “intelligentsia,” modeled through specific cultural policies (Vasile 2011). At the individual level, the typical – Soviet inspired – intellectual usually utilized political means to advance by enthusiastically praising communism’s achievements (Culic 1999, 43). The regime largely practiced and instrumentalized forgetting as a repressive erasure targeting historical and cultural events and figures. Romanian intellectual and cultural life was controlled by means of different instruments and practices, which succeeded each other or overlapped in time. Dennis Deletant (2018) argues that the Communist Party succeeded in exploiting Romanian literature for its own ends.
 
            Publications were required to correspond to official stipulations, and any deviations were identified by the regime. There was a practice of extensive and institutionally regimented censorship. The founding of the General Directorate of Press and Printing is considered the starting point of the institutionalized control of information. The institution was established by decree in May 1949 and “was charged with overseeing the publication of all printed matter and the distribution of films and works of art as well as all forms of literature” (Deletant 2008, 128). If any ideological errors were identified, the work in question was banned from publication or, if necessary, withdrawn from sale in the event that it had already been printed. Deletant writes that one of the sharp criticisms issued by the directorate was to “the authors of textbooks over their failure to recognize the primacy of Soviet achievements in the arts, sciences, and in the general field of human endeavour” (2008, 128). Censorship was very effective, and any suspicion of political messages or personal opinions deviating from the party line was enough to ban a publication. Moreover, without publications or a stable workplace, authors ran the risk of being accused of parasitism and therefore of being socially marginalized (Culic 1999, 58).
 
            In the following I will identify several key events that defined the intellectual and cultural scenes under the communist regime in order to provide a broader overview of the Romanian literary scene during communism. The Writers’ Union was established in 1949 together with the Institute for Literature and Literary Criticism, and they acted as a platform for communist propaganda. The “rehabilitation” measures introduced by the regime after the initial arrests and destruction of the former political and cultural elites meant that authors had to comply with the requirements of the party in order to regain their former rights. There was a relaxation of the rules targeting cultural production in the 1960s, aiming in fact “to maintain and to increase the penetration of party ideology at all levels of society” (Culic 1999, 52). The 1968 Writers’ Conference, where young writers demanded the abolition of censorship, was followed by the cultural policy implemented under Nicolae Ceaușescu, especially through the July “Theses” of 1971 and the Writers’ Conference in 1983, which called for party control in the political and educational arenas, and for the promotion of literature with a militant character, and stipulated a return to the Stalinist practices of active propaganda and extensive control over publications to the detriment of competence and aesthetics. During the 1980s, the regime once more targeted the ideological significance assigned to culture and, by means of different practices such as national festivals, modified the general understanding of culture from “an elite phenomenon to something belonging to the masses” (Culic 1999, 52). One constant of these “cultural policies” was the regime’s repeated attempts to control the Romanian Academy. It was abolished in 1948 and a new one created with members elected by the Party (Verdery 1991).
 
            By equating the party and its leader with the nation, Nicolae Ceaușescu claimed legitimacy for his actions and directly declared any form of criticism to be “treachery to the nation, a charge that was to be levelled in the early 1970s against dissenting voices” (Deletant 2008, 134). In the 1980s, the intellectual response polarized the scene. On one side, there were the intellectuals serving the regime and distancing themselves from the few who were perceived to be showing any kind of opposition. On the other, there were the marginal writers who used their works to indirectly oppose the party by refusing to adopt the official language of the regime (Liiceanu and Müller 2011). However, dissidence was a rather exceptional and individual act. Very few writers had the courage to protest against censorship and the regime (Deletant 2008, 122, 161) or to support those who defied the regime (Culic 1999, 62).
 
             Deletant writes that most Romanian writers “failed to oppose censorship, and were deeply marked by it even when they believed that they were cheating it” (2008, 161). In the same vein, Culic argues that most intellectuals “related to the authorities in two ways”: by practicing a “certain complicity, a tacit pact made so that one would be able to write” and “through denunciation, practiced by the regime’s intellectual supporters” (1999, 64). Both methods involved a “subtle game”: the first one between the writer and those with the power to make decisions about the work produced (editor, sensor, cultural activists, etc.) and the second by combining obedience to party directives and the power gained through it. Moreover, the written word was the result of continuous negotiations (Culic 1999, 64) in which the censor had the final say. Ana Blandiana (2013) recounts the horrifying experience of not recognizing her poems, of having her work accepted for publication or even published in a form that had almost nothing in common with the original manuscript, and having large parts cut, changed, and reformulated by the censors and editors. Deletant (2008) remarks that, even when the authors believed they had managed to cheat the censor by practicing self-censorship, the results were more damaging to creativity than they were effective in combatting repression. In 1998, Lidia Vianu published the volume Censorship in Romania, which included twenty-six interviews with Romanian writers from different generations. They recount their own experiences with communist censorship and the ways in which they met the censors’ requirements – by adapting, contesting, avoiding them, etc. – in order to see their works published. Despite using creative mechanisms to maintain the initial message of the literary work, involving both the author and the reader, and resulting in a “poetics of indirectness” (Vianu 1998), Romanian writers’ liberty to express themselves remains questionable. To which extent could the published works contain references to personal narratives, other than those glorifying the regime’s achievements?
 
            Diary writing was considered a dangerous activity during communism. In many cases, these personal writings became incriminatory evidence used by the regime to imprison those who dared to privately write down their thoughts and testify in writing about their opposition to the regime’s ideology. Furthermore, diaries could offer information about someone’s friends, relatives, or colleagues, and about their activities, which meant that a diary could incriminate all those included in its pages. One of the best-known diaries written under communism and published afterward is Nicolae Steinhardt’s Jurnalul Fericirii (The Happiness Diary; 1991), which includes memories, prison testimonies, literary references, religious experiences, and life reflections. Steinhardt, a Jewish-born Romanian writer who became an Orthodox monk after he was released from prison, was arrested in 1958 alongside other well-known intellectual figures and spent years in prison (1959 – 1964) for having read and distributed forbidden materials – literary works – which was cataloged by the regime as “conspiracy against the social order.” Steinhardt’s manuscript was confiscated in 1972 by the Securitate, so he decided to write another version, which was also confiscated, but not before he managed to send a number of copies of the manuscript to some of his contacts in Western Europe. Another diary that captivated the Romanian post-communist cultural scene after its publication is the one written by Alice Voinescu (1885 – 1961). She was the first Romanian woman to graduate with a PhD in philosophy and was an exceptional intellectual with high spiritual and cultural standards. Her diary covers the period 1929 – 1961 and offers remarkable insights into her personal experiences and her thoughts about several key events and troubled periods of time: World War II, the Soviet occupation, the communist regime, etc.
 
            Several studies challenge the common tendency to consider the diary genre as being absent from the literary scene during communism and provide different examples to the contrary, giving nuance to how the diary genre during communism is understood (Purice 2020). Although modest, the publication of autobiographical writings was directly influenced by the political transformations governing the literary scene. For example, during the 1950s, even poetry was attacked for replacing the party’s spirit with the author’s creative spontaneity, and some works accused of “subjectivism” and “intimism” were banned and withdrawn from publication (Purice 2020, 193). Self-expression was thoroughly controlled, making critics consider whether the existing publications from that period are the result of extensive self-censorship. They therefore suggest contextualizing the works and the discussion sparked by them as much as possible (Goldiș 2011; Purice 2020).
 
            In the early decades of the communist regime, life writing publications included diaries written before World War II by authors who were ideologically instrumentalized by the regime, as well as translations from Russian literature, diaries conceived of as travel notes about journeys made in the USSR or other communist countries, and memoirs written by authors considered to reflect the party’s ideology and the censors’ requirements. The autobiography, even in fragmentary form, was used to assert personal allegiance to communist ideology, as was the case of the publications included in literary journals detailing the interconnections between the Party and the literary creation. For example, the poet Nina Cassian published an essay in 1959 affirming the link between communism and her life and works (Purice 2020, 215).
 
            The regime’s ideological transformations also led to other types of literary engagement with the autobiographical approach. The connections between authors and the regime indicate that autobiographical writing was used to legitimize both its authors’ presence in the cultural field and the communist regime and its ideology (Purice 2020, 218). A wider variety of life writing works that were neutral, inoffensive to the regime, or that did not tackle the sensitive topics of communist reality were published from the 1970s onward. They included memoires, diaries, and travel accounts, even narratives about experiences traveling in the Western world, such as Romulus Rusan’s account of his trip to the US (published in 1977). Cutting back the autobiographical elements – especially those related to the outside political world through “a temporal isolation, a self-removal from the historical reality” (Purice 2020, 364) – the number of diaries being published increased in the last two decades of the regime. By and large, they focused on literary life and cultural experiences. Through their publication, the authors felt they had finally been recognized as writers, something they had previously been denied. However, this increase in the number of life writing publications has been interpreted by critics as an attempt by the regime to control the authors who were considered marginal (Tudurachi 2017).
 
            The amount of women’s autobiographical writing published during communism was limited. Leaving aside the literary essays published in journals and magazines, the main volumes authored by women comprise only the autobiographical writings by Veronica Porumbacu, Agatha Grigorescu-Bacovia, Cella Delavrancea, Maria Banuș, and Cella Serghi, as well as those presenting the lives of the public figures to whom they were related, such as the volumes written by Ștefana Velisar Teodoreanu, Gerda Barbilian, and Claudia Millian-Minulescu.
 
            On the other hand, for those who did not adhere to the regime’s ideology or who were under the close surveillance of the regime, it was impossible to publish not only autobiographical writing but also other types of personal writing, such as personal letters, which could be transformed into incriminatory evidence. When someone was designated an “enemy of the regime,” their letters could be used by the regime as evidence proving their crimes. Those surveilled by the Romanian political police, the Securitate, had their private correspondence checked, even if they were foreign citizens (Verdery 2014; 2018). In this context, I argue that, for the citizens living under late communism, open letters against Ceaușescu’s regime became the highest form of public, written self-expression, invoking personal experiences and the impact the regime had on their lives. For example, Doina Cornea (1929 – 2018) was one of the main figures who contested the regime’s authority and publicly called for political and social change. She was a professor at Cluj University and began writing open letters to Nicolae Ceauşescu in the 1980s, which were read on Radio Free Europe. The consequences she experienced ranged from physical harassment to the loss of her job and a prison sentence.
 
            Writing the self during communism proved to be not only a dangerous act but also a fragmentary one, involving self-censorship, personal risk, suppressed creativity, and a general state of alert resulting from the permanent repositioning of the self in relation to the regime’s requirements and expectations.
 
           
          
            1.3 Agency and privacy: From communist reality to life writing
 
            One of the topics hotly debated by researchers of the former communist bloc in East Central Europe is that of agency under oppressive regimes of power. Did women have agency in those times or did they not? Considering everyday life under abusive regimes of power, the question of agency regards the ways in which ordinary people negotiated their actions in relation to political regimes, with specific variations observed during different regime phases. Norman Neimark has carried out an extensive analysis of the repression and political manipulation employed by the Soviets to impose their will in East Central Europe. This ranged from participation in the organization of power structures and the implementation of economic, cultural, and social policies to closely monitoring all activities in order to exert authority through Soviet advisers and specialists in all areas of social, cultural, and political life. It also included the imposition of institutional structures and ideological developments (Neimark 2010, 194 – 195). Alongside institutions and state practices, the Sovietization of East Central Europe targeted the social and individual level by envisioning and taking action to create the homo sovieticus (Soviet man) – “an individual who was wholly adapted to Soviet reality, one willing to accept it as a given, with no alternative” (Levada 2001, 33). The lack of alternative is considered to have made it easier for the practice of adapting to the regime’s requirements to become a habit, something that became an inevitable part of the fabric of social practices. The belief in the “official ideological representation of social reality” (Ledeneva 2011) was secondary to the immutability and omnipresence of this representation. Moreover, the nature of homo sovieticus – a term coined by Aleksander Zinoviev (1986) and further popularized by Józef Tischner – was defined as passive and deprived of individual responsibility (Szelewa 2020). Homo sovieticus, part of the collective, was characterized as not being motivated by personal needs, but acting on the basis of conformism, adaptation, opportunism, and the need to merge with the majority. Alexei Yurchak (1997) focuses on late socialism (from the late 1960s to the mid-1980s) and analyzes the “hegemony of representation” of communist reality through the lens of the regime. He elaborates further on the strategy of showing pretend support for the regime and of the practices behind the public and official realms. Yurchak has argued that feigning allegiance to the regime’s representation was concomitant with suppressing recognition of this act of simulation, for which he provides the example of people carrying signs and banners at parades without reading them. “For the normal subject,” writes Yurchak, “the only sensible behavior in the public sphere was the pretense that one did not see the falsity of the official claims,” and he calls this behavior “pretense misrecognitions” (1997, 171, emphasis in original). The lack of interest and personal noninvolvement in the official sphere shaped a “parallel culture” “carved out within the official one” – with people involved in both – and made individuals unable to fight against their feigned support for the ideology (Yurchak 1997, 163, 178). Average people considered their practices and the resulting “parallel culture” to be the only way to lead a normal life – “a normal subject, who saw the truth behind the mask, had no other choice but to pretend that the mask was the actual true face” (Yurchak 1997, 178). However, the erosion created by “pretend” support and the associated practices employed in the official sphere affected everyday post-communist life, and the afterlives of homo sovieticus have largely been analyzed in terms of individual responses to the freedom of choice, and the culture of pluralism and societal transformation taking place in the former Soviet Union and East Central Europe (Arkhangelsky 2017; 2020; Szelewa 2020). Therefore, it was not only that personal agency was limited within this framework of hegemonic representation, but, leaving aside dissidence and acts of opposition, it was usually expressed in the practices of a “parallel culture.” I will explore these practices throughout this book by looking at forms of self-expression and by reflecting on the way in which self-narration transformed in response to the communist regime in the life writing works that I will analyze.
 
            Throughout this book, I will examine the relationship between women’s agency and life writing in the context of regimes of power. Krassimira Daskalova and Susan Zimmermann write that gender relations are intimately related to power relations and that gender was invoked to cause “asymmetrical and hierarchical arrangements in society and culture” (2017, 278). Moreover, the authors argue that, even when women and men appeared equal, whatever the sphere of life, the result was drawbacks for women, increased burdens, or comparative devaluation. When speaking about women’s subordination and oppression, agency is not limited to free will in this context of power relations but is concerned with the social and political conditions necessary for action to be taken and with its possible barriers (Deveaux 2000). In these terms, women’s agency, understood as the power to act freely in a socio-political context that does not prevent women from doing so, was clearly limited in communist Romania. However, with reference to the former Soviet Union and the former communist states in East Central Europe, a stimulating debate between Nanette Funk (2014; 2015) and Kristen Ghodsee (2015) points to the complexity of acknowledging women’s general or partial agency under communist regimes. Although the debate includes arguments regarding different types of agency – ranging from the individual, personal level to the institutional one (socialist state-run women’s organizations) – their findings distinguish between passive, reactive, and proactive agency, while emphasizing the dichotomy between instruments and agents. Examining Romanian women’s life writing, this book extends the understanding of agency by giving nuance to the forms generated following personal encounters with abusive regimes of power and during everyday life during communism. Self-expression in autobiographical writing reveals an entangled history of privacy and agency during communism, in a “a society with a civic culture of mistrust” (Verdery 2018, 65). Changes in patterns of privacy caused subtle modifications in the understanding and practice of agency, changes that are visible in the way women express themselves in their life writing. This book examines how Romanian women reproduce the agency they experienced during communism in life writing, thereby exploring practices of conformism and “parallel culture” by investigating changes to privacy. Furthermore, I argue that life writing becomes a means through which Romanian women restore their agency, and I will analyze the dynamics of the narrative voices included in women’s life writing.
 
            Analyzing autobiographical writing in reference to the communist regime, I will also consider the function assumed by post-communist autobiography and argue that it is not limited to public self-presentation but involves several layers of self-discovery and self-examination that reveal various parts of the private self. I will deal with the transition from the private self to the public self in relation to the anonymous character of the experiences which, in autobiographical writing, moves from the private, individual space to the realm of collective space. The autobiographical self grows from privacy and the realm of private life, and becomes public in linguistic self-expression through life writing. The dynamic between the private self and the public one is complicated by the self’s memories of authoritarian and oppressive regimes. What can life writing reveal about the way in which the private realm was reconstructed under the vigilant eye of the regime? And what does it tell us about the way in which the abusive regimes of power continue to affect self-expression in writing?
 
            I will read autobiographical writing as the result of self-identification and self-expression in various political and social eras, with their various patterns of privacy. Moreover, privacy in the autobiographical writing considered here involves the lives of others, as their own privacy is made public through someone else’s published autobiography. Reflecting on the decision-making process related to autobiographical writing and to public exposure through publication, some authors have indicated their concerns when speaking about life narratives that are temporally and/or contextually interconnected, as life writing calls the privacy of others is into question (Goldsworthy 2011, 7). In summary, this book will analyze the topic of privacy as it is expressed in Romanian women’s life writing in a three-dimensional framework, looking at 1) the changes to patterns of privacy resulting from political and ideological complications – a context highly specific to those living under dictatorial regimes; 2) certain aspects of specific forms of privacy, such as relational privacy – life narratives are interconnected due to shared experiences; and 3) the loss of levels of privacy through the process of rendering the self largely accessible – the result of self-presentation through language. I am using the term relational privacy, as well as its corollary, the relational self, to define the privacy created at the personal level through human interactions by evading the regime’s tactics of surveillance and manipulation despite the permanent control being exerted by the regime.
 
           
          
            1.4 Structure of the book
 
            Exploring the relationship between women’s self-narration, agency, privacy, and the abusive political regime within the scope of recollecting the communist past, this book aims to make a contribution to the body of work on gender, life writing, and memory studies in East Central Europe. Autobiographical writing – a self-exploratory endeavor based on subjective temporal distance to lived experiences and active remembrance, including reinterpretation and imagination, and requiring constant self-assessment – is considered here as the most relevant genre for analyzing the connections between memory and the expression of the self in life writing in terms of mediation, remediation, and performativity. The life writing works that I will analyze here have been chosen based on their chronological and topical relevance, and each chapter provides an extensive survey, engaging with the framework of life writing and memory studies, before proceeding further to analyze the connections between autobiographical narrative, self-privacy, and the remembrance process. I carried out a preliminary survey of life writing publications written by and exploring Romanian women’s experiences of the communist regime in order to put together the initial corpus, from which I made my final selection. One general factor directly influencing the corpus that I will analyze here was the scarcity of existing works written by women taking a largely autobiographical approach and detailing their experiences under communism in Romania. Some topics have received more attention in autobiographical writing, such as the experiences of communist prisons, while others have mainly been explored in a brief or fragmented way, such as professional experiences under communism. For my analyses, I have prioritized long-form autobiographical works. The interest aroused by life writing among critics and readers is another factor that directly influenced the choices I made. However, in order to provide details about some aspects, like everyday life in communism, I have also integrated shorter pieces included in a number of different volumes into my analyses, texts that provide rich and unique material. As most published works were written by well-educated women, I have added references to volumes containing oral interviews in order to widen my analysis of the women’s experiences of privacy and agency during communism.
 
            The variety of life writing works provides an extensive overview of the communist period in Romania, from its beginning to its end (1945 – 1989). The large majority of Romanian women’s life writing recounting communist experiences was written and published after the events of 1989. However, some life writing, especially diaries, were written during communism, while very few were published abroad before the end of the regime. They mainly focus on presenting the experiences that authors had in Romanian communist prisons. The corpus included here mirrors this variety, offering examples of all of these cases.
 
            The first chapter addresses the general scope of realms of privacy in life writing. It situates research on women’s narratives within the framework of the process of coming to terms with the past. It identifies two intertwined directions of research for addressing the women’s narrative self-expression: realms of privacy in relation to the autobiographical-self and forms of agency in women’s life writing.
 
            My research combines close readings of individual works with historical contextualization, and the second chapter introduces the political and historical factors that shaped life writing. The initial stages of abusive regimes of power in East Central Europe were defined by their Soviet-influenced form of government (Naimark 2017) and by the wide range of tactics and measures they employed to control the public sphere and even private lives. Intrusion into the private sphere affected ordinary people’s lives and their memories of public and private spaces. Furthermore, codes of social behavior were rewritten according to ideologically imposed rules and regulations, with effects on relational privacy. By means of their various mechanisms of repression and coercion, the two main historical stages of the communist regime in Romania colluded to generate the dominant, oppressive atmosphere described in the autobiographical writing included in this analysis. It identifies various forms of dealing with the legacies of communism in the East Central European region, and this chapter argues that the narrative of the traumatic past and victimization are dominant in the Romanian public memory discourse. In an overview of memory studies on the communist past, it examines interconnected lines of research and associated gender topics. It focuses on Romanian women’s intertwined autobiographical narratives and memories of the communist past and further explores women’s self-expression and how it transformed in response to changes in patterns of privacy and agency.
 
            In the third chapter, I will continue to elaborate upon the conceptual framework developed here by addressing realms of privacy in life writing and arguing that the political and social influence of abusive regimes of power on patterns of privacy resonate in the realm of self-expression. I will explore the mediation and performativity of memory and autobiographical writing in relation to cultural memory and discourses of memory. The Romanian communist regime redefined patterns of privacy by reshaping the public space, and public and private relationships through its policies of surveillance and manipulation (Petrescu 2014), redefining private and personal realms. The regime extended its grip over ordinary people’s realm of privacy with its family planning and demographic policies. Women’s lives were directly subjected to the regime’s control, and, despite propaganda about equal rights and workforce inclusion, women were in fact deprived of their right to fully choose their own path in life. Moreover, their private lives became quantifiable through the number of children to whom they give birth. The regime challenged the privacy of women’s bodies (Bucur-Deckard 2008), and women’s autobiographical writings use this topic – the regime’s extensive control over their bodies – to explore the correlated forms of agency that they found in order to safeguard their limited privacy. On the other hand, in their engagement with the communist past, women’s narratives support the master narrative of trauma, as they give testimony about the communist regime’s prisons. Nevertheless, this chapter describes how these approaches toward the communist past have been expanded by including more nuanced topics that allow us to read the past outside the dichotomy of victims/perpetrators.
 
            Analyzing women’s traumatic experiences of the communist regime through their life writing, the fourth chapter deals with the specific forms of agency and privacy that women found while facing the regime’s abuses and deprivations, which targeted personal human dignity by designing a penitentiary system intended to annihilate the regime’s opponents (Deletant 1995; 1999; Ciobanu 2015). It looks at life writing as testimony, a “unique contribution to our knowledge of the past” that reveals “what it felt like to be in the center of those events,” and provides “personal views from within” (Assmann 2006, 263).
 
            In my readings of women’s autobiographical writing, I incorporate theories of trauma and demonstrate that resilience is an alternative lens through which to explore literary life writing about traumatic events. By facing traumatic experiences in the performative act of remembering, self-narration is understood as a form of retroactive agency. Philippe Lejeune (1989) defines autobiographical writing through the autobiographical pact, which stipulates that there is an identity of name between the author, the narrator of the story, and the character of the story. I argue that the three narrative voices can intersect in different ways to perform the autobiographical self. I examine the three narrative voices and their narrative relationship to understand how trauma is processed in life writing and the connections between the privacy of the self and various forms of agency. Reading the main writings about the trauma and abuses experienced in Romanian communist prisons, I analyze the relationship between self-expression and self-censorship by making relevant references to works of life writing (Adriana Georgescu-Cosmovici, Lena Constante, Ioana Berindei), taking into consideration modified patterns of privacy, relational privacy, and the privacy lost through public self-expression. This chapter discusses the manner in which the privacy of the self is revealed through life writing and how personal agency is explored in autobiography. Shared experiences, witnessing, and testifying about past wrongs are seen as means of generating communicative agency.
 
            Following and expanding on this form of agency, I then explore and identify another type of agency in the fifth chapter: shared agency. This is connected to the intergenerational transmission of knowledge and the memory of the past, and involves public spaces where it becomes possible to listen empathetically to the regime’s victims. I believe that analysis of the private/public distinction in women’s life writing is enriched by documenting how authors explore their public image and private self during the communist and post-communist years. The long-standing dominance of the victim/perpetrator narrative in readings of the past and the lack of palpable effects of transition period justice in Romania have led to efforts being made by civil society to increase public awareness of communist crimes. Memory has been interpreted as a viable form of justice. During the transition period, the former communist political class and the heirs of the nomenklatura reacted to these public calls for justice and lustration by deploying their trademark methods of manipulation and various media disinformation campaigns targeting their opponents. This chapter looks at life writing to scrutinize the dynamics of life writing authors’ public image and the capacity of published autobiographies to access previously hidden layers of privacy. In this chapter, I will consider the worlds of privacy, relational privacy, and shared agency that authors create by looking at the case study of Ana Blandiana’s autobiographical volume False Treatise of Manipulation (Fals tratat de manipulare; 2013). A well-known writer and activist for the disclosure of the communist past, Blandiana’s volume provides a comprehensive understanding of the communist regime’s mechanisms of oppression and manipulation. I read her volume by exploring the entanglements between self-narration and memories of the communist period, and by paying special attention to the way in which someone’s existing public image influences the forms of narrating the self.
 
            The sixth chapter provides an analysis of women’s life writing dealing with everyday life under communism. This chapter investigates references in life writing to consumption and the necessities of daily life, as previous studies of everyday life in communism have revealed the prominence of these elements in memory. This chapter begins by asking how women renegotiated their privacy on a daily basis and how they process memories of everyday life under communism by expressing the self in autobiographical writing. Everyday life under communism has been examined in anthologies that have included women’s stories in the collective narrative of everyday life during the last two decades of the communist regime. Based on these autobiographical writings, I discuss privacy in its three identified dimensions, placing a special focus on social limitations and private relationships. How was self-privacy possible in a world dominated by social hardship, and what role did material survival strategies play in conceiving and shaping forms of privacy and agency? How did women renegotiate the boundaries of privacy and agency, their rights and involvement in the workforce? Life writing offers significant details from women’s lives, revealing how they channeled their struggles into recalibrating privacy by reconstructing the privacy of the self. I will discuss personal agency here in terms of the form of communicative responsibility that women were prepared to take, no matter the challenges.
 
            In the seventh chapter of this book, I analyze public revelations of the self carried out by addressing responsibility for the past, outlining authors’ reflections on how the self and the autobiographical narrative have been shaped by the regime, and by utilizing the concept of “fractal distinction” (Gal 2002) to address the private/public dichotomy in life writing. Susan Gal writes that whatever the content of the private/public dichotomy, this distinction “can be reproduced repeatedly by projecting it onto narrower contexts or broader ones. Or it can be projected onto different social ‘objects’ – activities, identities, institutions, spaces and interactions – that can be further categorized into private and public parts. Then, through recursivity (and recalibration), each of these parts can be recategorized again, by the same public/private distinction” (2002, 80). Taking leave from the master narrative of victimization means tackling the responsibility that accompanies agency when facing abusive regimes of power.
 
            This chapter examines the privacy of the self and how women authors publicly address past wrongs from a perspective unaffected by personal trauma. Does life writing respond to the process of coming to terms with the past? And how is self-privacy constructed in relation to feelings of shame and in the absence of public discussions of collective responsibility? I will discuss the role played by the performance of autobiographical narrative, which I will set in correlation to a shared responsibility for the past. Remembering the communist past by reflecting on how self-narration has been shaped by the regime can reveal various layers or spaces of privacy. By repeatedly dividing the privacy of the self, life writing provides access to previously hidden layers of the self. I analyze Mihaela Miroiu’s autobiographical writings by questioning the performative capacity of self-narration to create intertextual spaces where it becomes possible to address shared responsibility for the past. I will discuss how the author assesses her own actions in relation to a dialogical other as a performative act through which she attempts to reveal her self. Life writing demonstrates a shift away from the privacy of the relational self during communism to the responsibility and shame of post-communist times through acts of autobiographical and reflection on how the communist regime has shaped self-narratives.
 
            Intrusion into the private sphere affected ordinary people’s lives and memories of public and private spaces. The eighth chapter explores the long-term effects of the policies of surveillance and manipulation. Focusing on entangled narratives of the past resulting from the extensive surveillance practiced by the Securitate, Romania’s secret police, and on expressions of the self in autobiographical texts written after gaining personal knowledge of this surveillance and of Securitate files, this chapter further examines the realm of privacy in life writing and in connection with how the privacy of the self transformed. Here I will read Herta Müller’s autobiographical works as self-narration and self-expression influenced by the author’s knowledge of the existence of secret files and, in particular, by the extensive surveillance process to which the author was subjected.
 
            Finally, the last chapter presents my conclusions by putting forward my two main findings about regimes of privacy and agency in women’s life writing about the Romanian communist past, including a general portrait of the realms of privacy in life writing. The processes of expressing the self and reflecting on how self-narration has been shaped by the abusive regime of power analyzed in relation to Romanian women’s autobiographical writing demonstrate that intertwined narratives underpin the creative development of inclusive memories of the past by addressing shared responsibility and exercising shared agency.
 
            Weaving together women’s narratives and exploring the diversity of experiences of the communist past, this book makes a contribution to the debate about discourses of memory in East Central Europe. It argues for a broader understanding of narratives of the past, one that reflects the complexity of individual and social interactions and allows for a deeper exploration of the connections between memory, trauma, nostalgia, agency, and privacy.
 
           
        
 
      
       
         
          2 The Political Regime, Gender, and Paradigms of Memory
 
        
 
         
          By employing limiting and repressive mechanisms, abusive regimes of power act both against ordinary people in their individuality and against society as a collective unity. This chapter provides an overview of the historical events that made a significant mark on the former communist states in East Central Europe. The Soviet-influenced regimes that dominated East Central Europe for decades affected individual lives, influencing personal narratives of the past, collective memory, and political and historiographical discourses about memories of the past. Their long-lasting effects can still be seen in the way that memories and narratives of the communist past are included in the remembrance process. Different layers are interwoven in the creation of structural narratives: personal memories, institutional forms of remembering, places of memory, paradigms, and public memory discourses. Within this space of the performance and mediation of memory, this chapter surveys the historical scope of abusive regimes of power and the process of dealing with the communist past. It identifies several narratives that demonstrate the main directions taken by public memory discourse about the communist past and discusses their limitations. Due to its long duration, the communist regime changed the entire structure of Romanian society, reshaped its features, and forged specific social, institutional, and even behavioral patterns. The brutality and the oppressive nature of the communist regime also shaped the main features of the memory discourse about trauma that dominated the early post-communist decades. Life writing works make a strong contribution to further broadening this discussion and give nuance to understandings of the past as various approaches to discussing the past and its long-lasting effects begin to gain visibility in post-communist studies. The final part of this chapter presents the relationship between gender and memory studies in the former communist bloc states.
 
          
            2.1 Abusive regimes of power
 
            What the former communist states in East Central Europe have in common is the way in which ideology and the forms in which it was practiced were imposed upon them, even though the intensity varied from one state to another (Deletant 2019). The strategies used by the Soviet-influenced regimes determined how individuals responded and negotiated their relationship with the regime, their submission, and reactivity. In certain countries, there was substantial resistance to Sovietization from society as a whole and even from local communist agents, who promoted the alternative of taking a country-specific approach to communism; in others, the elites supported Soviet programs in order to achieve industrial and technological progress (Naimark 2017). The stages of Sovietization included various actions and measures, ranging from expropriation, the nationalization of major industries, collectivization, and the limitation of religious freedom, to the Stalinist cult of personality practiced at organizational and leadership levels, as well as secret police campaigns against alleged enemies.
 
            Analyses of European communist regimes have demonstrated that there was significant variation in terms of repression, mechanisms of coercion, and people’s responses over time. Sovietization was characterized by the application of terror and mechanisms of coercion (Naimark 2017, 72), while terror and repression later changed into surveillance and prevention (Deletant 1995; 2001). Innocent people became victims: they lost their possessions, their social status and, in many cases, their lives; incarceration and torture were commonplace. The number of those who suffered in the early stages of communism indicates the scale of the repression carried out by the Soviet-influenced regimes: between 1948 and 1953, thousands of people were affected – at least 60,000 were arrested in Romania, 40,000 in Bulgaria, and 80,000 in Albania, while 90,000 were prosecuted for political crimes in Czechoslovakia (McDermott and Stibbe 2010, 13).
 
            The rapid industrialization and extensive construction projects that were intended to build the socialist society that was professed ideologically in the Soviet-influenced countries in East Central Europe increased social and workforce mobility, changing the social fabric. Millions of peasants moved to urban areas to work in factories and on construction sites, workers selected by the party occupied privileged positions in the communist-led bureaucracy, and women became part of the labor force as previously male-dominated jobs were opened up to them (Naimark 2017, 71 – 72). Rapid industrialization created new divisions that replaced the old ones, such as the one between the party elite and the ordinary people, or the one created by material status and access to consumer goods (Fidelis and Gigova 2017, 374).
 
            After Stalin’s death in March 1953, there were visible de-Stalinization reforms alongside significant elements that remained unchallenged, such as the state monopoly on political power and economic central planning. The relationship between regimes and their people underwent transformation, and coercion was replaced by “accommodation and compromise with diverse social actors and institutions” (Fidelis and Gigova 2017, 373). However, the communist regimes also needed to respond to global challenges and, especially during the 1980s, enacted diverse policies, ranging from austerity and repression (Romania) to increased economic liberalization (Hungary) (Fidelis and Gigova 2017, 374). Various forms of opposition and dissidence emerged across the East Central countries, spanning collective movements like those in Poland and Hungary, as well as low-profile movements such as Romania’s “resistance through culture” (Andreescu 2017).
 
            Researchers of communism have observed that, even with regard to Sovietization, there is a danger of taking a reductive approach toward communism, viewing it solely in terms of repression and violations of basic human rights (Deleant 2001; 2019). Connecting people’s responses with the different phases of communist regimes, several studies have underlined that ordinary people had agency when facing the Soviet regimes in East Central Europe. Polyphonic narratives of the past, including both people’s opposition to the regimes, their participation in them, and role they played in the regimes’ longevity, are slowly being included in public memory discourse (Zakharova 2013). The Soviet regimes installed in Europe after World War II were not the result of people’s free will. However, once they became national forms of government, they propagated themselves at the population level and altered social relations, the structure of society, and former hierarchies.
 
            The ideology of socialist regimes included the promise of women’s emancipation and equal rights, a promise with questionable practical application, which was propagated at a societal level through women’s organizations established according to Soviet models. Organizations that functioned prior to the war were outlawed or were “repressed and absorbed into communist-dominated women’s organizations in every country in the region” (Funk 2014, 346). Even after Sovietization, when some of the East Central European countries displayed a measure of openness to Western products and practices, most institutions – such as youth and women’s organizations, party organizations, and the education system – continued to model their activities on former templates (Naimark 2017, 81). Different studies demonstrate that communist regimes increased women’s inclusion in the workforce (Einhorn 1991, 19; Massino and Penn 2009; Massino 2019). However, they have also observed variations in policies for women and substantial contradictions between the regimes’ ideological propaganda about equal rights for men and women, and everyday reality as experienced by women themselves. Women’s inclusion in the workforce and the regimes’ propaganda of equal rights were supported by images of women involved in different activities that were promoted at the visual level (Massino 2019). Suzanne LaFont (2001, 205) gives two reasons for why women’s emancipation was in fact only a “pseudo emancipation”: 1) work was more of a duty than a right due to generally low wages that required both men and women to work to support their families; and 2) equality did not target the involvement of men in domestic activities. There was a noticeable gender-specific gap in income, as well as a small percentage of women working in “white collar” professions and the “feminization” of other professions that then lost their status and remuneration. Moreover, women’s domestic and personal needs were never prioritized, and accounts of women’s lives indicate their feelings of exhaustion and guilt (LaFont 2001, 205 – 206). In Poland, for example, a change in women’s status was part of de-Stalinization practices, and there was a return to the “traditional” role of women as mothers with domestic responsibilities and working in low-level jobs (Fidelis 2010). The documented external assignment of roles to women – those of worker, political activist, mother, and homemaker – which varied and depended on the regimes’ ideological changes over time, reinforces the question of how much agency women had in determining and establishing their own social and family involvement.
 
            The early years of the Soviet regime in Romania were marked by the same terror used as a political instrument by the governments of other East Central European countries dominated by Soviet power (Deletant 2019). The early, repressive phase under Gheorghe Gheorghiu Dej (1947 – 1965) was characterized by the growing power of the Romanian Communist Party and the elimination of the Romanian elites from all social strata. In the years that followed, the terror of communist prisons, mechanisms of repression – including mass arrests and internal deportations – and the physical elimination of those deemed to be enemies of the regime (politicians, intellectuals, farmers, workers, etc.) instilled a general fear in people’s minds that grew in the background and acted as a suppressive force at the level of collective memory for the duration of Nicolae Ceaușescu’s regime.
 
            The surveillance of Romanian citizens – including operations conducted abroad – was practiced on a large scale and included sophisticated tactics, as well as the use of informers, especially in the final decades of the communist regime. Under pressure or even in exchange for various benefits, ordinary people accepted the vile task of spying on their relatives, colleagues, and friends. The regime targeted various social groups in order to consolidate its power. By eliminating possible opponents, it forcibly obtained the general population’s compliance with the transformations it imposed, targeting peasants who refused the forced collectivization of their properties; non-communist politicians, with the clear intention of destroying the former political class and the intellectual elites; early leaders of the Communist Party; proponents of Greek Catholic and neo-Protestant beliefs (in the first years of the communist regime); Orthodox priests (several years later); the military elite and those who organized the armed resistance; and people who supported anti-Communist movements (Ciobanu 2014). The brutality and the torture practiced in communist prisons continue to be a topic of interest for many researchers (Ciobanu 2015; Deletant 2019).
 
            Following the Soviet model of centralized quantitative planning, the nationalization of industrial, banking, mining, and transportation enterprises ruined the former economic elites. The destruction of the former political class was followed by the regime taking control of the media and education, with specific campaigns targeting schools, teachers, and students, as well as direct control of the religious arena (Deletant 2019, 68 – 76). One of the first mass campaigns conducted to accomplish the social, political, and cultural transformation planned by the Soviet regimes – the collectivization of agriculture – was implemented in Romania between 1949 and 1962, and it resulted in peasants being deprived of their lands and livestock. Many smallholders fought against the loss of their properties as their livelihoods depended on them. The regime used its unlimited power against those labeled enemies of the state and their descendants, with major and tragic effects on people’s lives: imprisonment, death, and displacement (Kligman and Verdery 2011). The collectivization policy was part of a larger modernization program that, following the Soviet model, included mass education, public health, technology, and industrialization, and led to major changes in society.
 
            The second stage of the Romanian communist regime was dominated by Nicolae Ceaușescu’s dictatorship and cult of personality (1965 – 1989), and was marked by countless abuses against human dignity and basic human rights. During the early years of Ceaușescu’s regime, there was a clear improvement in the living conditions of the general population resulting from the adoption of new state policies regarding consumption and a decreasing number of arrests and imprisonments. However, while Romania distanced itself economically from Soviet power, and the European Economic Community refused to renew its trade partnership with the Romanian regime in 1980 as Ceauşescu’s cult of personality and nationalism grew, the latter became determined to enforce his idea of paying off all foreign debt, to the detriment of the Romanian citizens’ standard of living. Consequently, the decision to export most of Romania’s industrial and agricultural output was followed by severe food shortages among the general population.
 
            The entry of Romanian women into the labor market was precipitated by rapid industrialization and urbanization policies, and, in many cases, women’s level of education, as well as their social and professional mobility increased (Massino 2010). However, the family planning policies that were implemented while Ceaușescu was in power had tragic results. In 1966, Ceauşescu launched a campaign to increase the birth rate that remained in force throughout his regime. Abortion became illegal that same year (and remained illegal until the regime change in 1989). As a result of unsafe, illegal abortion procedures, Romania had the highest recorded maternal mortality rate of all European countries by the late 1980s. Due to its family planning and controlled reproduction policies, the regime exercised direct control over people’s private lives. During the shortages of the 1980s, many large families struggled to survive, and there was a significant increase in anxiety resulting from social and private control.
 
            During Ceaușescu’s reign, various mechanisms of coercion and manipulation were employed. The Securitate, the state’s powerful political police controlled public and private life, and an elaborate network of spies developed, while hardships, a lack of freedom, and repeated violations of citizens’ rights created a new type of terror that weakened society and facilitated the power and longevity of the regime. The Securitate was the main instrument of repression utilized by the regime, and although in the initial stages its mission was “to eradicate existing political institutions and social structures,” its intrusion into everyday life became “a feature of existence which generated a pervasive fear, a state of mind which revolutionized not just society’s structures, but also personal behaviour” (Deletant 2001, 60). The end of 1989 saw attempts by ordinary people to overthrow the communist regime and to end the communist nomenklature’s constant efforts to maintain and use its power; this was the beginning of Romanian society’s long road to democracy (Ciobanu 2010).
 
           
          
            2.2 Dealing with the past: Life writing and the master narrative of the communist past
 
            Different discourses about memories of the communist past were adopted in post-communist East Central European countries, resulting in both the denial and consolidation of national identities based on the past, as well as the moderate preservation of different institutional forms and forms of commemoration that generate continuity with the communist past (Jõesalu 2010). In many cases, the official memory discourse adopted by the political class and incorporated at the institutional level contradicts autobiographical accounts of the past. As emphasized in the introduction, there have been observations and discussions of a division in the memory of communism based on the narratives and the language adopted. For example, memory discourse in Romania has focused on the external character of the regime, and the extension of the individual trauma experienced by individuals who opposed the regime to Romanian society as a whole, as it has been presented in the public discourse on the memory of communism, contrasts with the nostalgic terms used by ordinary people remembering their lives in communist times (Georgescu 2016; Rusu 2017).
 
            As the communist regime dominated Romanian society for more than four decades, it reshaped public and private life, and had a notable effect on individual and collective narratives in the long term. The control exercised by the regime, its ideology, and the mechanisms it used to exert that control, such as the Romanian secret police, affected society as a whole, creating divisions and generating social mistrust. The long years of abuse and terror have left deep scars on Romanian history and have led to the creation of complex narratives of the past. Previous studies have identified several major approaches taken by Romanian post-communist society to deal with the burden of the communist past (Mitroiu 2016), although the explorations and research focused on trauma and the abuses suffered by the population continue to dominate. The collective narrative of the traumatic past is, of course, connected to the social and political context in which it took shape. The first decade after Nicolae Ceauşescu’s regime was a period of social and political torment, as an openness toward democracy and civic society’s declared separation from its dictatorial past visibly contrasted with the former regime’s obsessive grip on power. Recollections of the past in published testimonies from that period show that there was a specific focus on the topics of communist prison experiences, forced collectivization, anti-communist resistance, and deportation – issues usually associated with the early decades of communist terror. Public discussions and arguments made in this specific field have supported this narrative and have determined its main features, as well as the primacy of the discursive victims/perpetrators dichotomy.
 
            Understandably, this master narrative of the traumatic past has been enforced by an impressive amount of testimony and autobiographical writing that has focused on past abuses, alongside the opening of the communist regime’s archives and the public condemnation of communist crimes. The scope of this master narrative has been further expanded by the inclusion of more diverse, nuanced stories of the past and alternative narratives. A number of autobiographical publications have distanced themselves from the trauma discourse, and the literary exploration of everyday life under the Romanian communist regime has added new layers of meaning and understanding. For example, comprehensive research focused on the artifacts of audio-visual culture and how the communist past has been remembered in fictional forms have been successfully published (Andreescu 2013; Pușcă 2014; Preda 2017; Asavei 2020; Mironescu and Mitroiu 2020; Mironescu and Mironescu 2021).
 
            On the other hand, studies of everyday life offer “nuanced portraits of the socialist bloc,” including data about ordinary activities such as grocery shopping, cooking, leisure, and hobbies, as well as about interhuman relations under the communist regime (Massino and Penn 2009, 4). Everyday life has been analyzed as a constantly evolving phenomenon – resulting from interactions between “political decisions and the responses of ordinary citizens” (Zakharova 2013, 211) – and as a fundamental site of ideological intervention (Crowley and Reid 2002). The common activities carried out in everyday life during Soviet times, such as grocery shopping or leisure activities, have been scrutinized as an implicit negotiation that included people’s response to the political regime’s constraints and limitations, as well as a field deeply influenced by the regime’s ideology (Reid 2002; Crowley and Reid 2002). Consumption has therefore been analyzed in connection with topics such as shortages and the struggle to obtain basic goods, but also in relation to pleasure during communism – indulgence and enjoyment, leisure and luxury – even if the activities and goods associated with pleasure were more common to the nomenklatura and the privileged ruling elite (Crowley and Reid 2010a). The main focus in surveys of everyday life under communism has been on the culture of shortages and the socialist regime’s “dictatorship” over people’s needs. Various studies have taken this discussion even further by identifying the backgrounds and providing an overview of leisure and pleasure topics, as well as by addressing the changes imposed by the Soviet regimes’ ideology on the threshold between private and the public realms of life (Boym 1994; Crowley and Reid 2002).
 
            Accounts of everyday life provide new perspectives on the Romanian communist world from various angles: the nostalgic perspective of the older generations; adults remembering their childhoods under communism; the struggles, regrets, and journeys of those who left the country; and, although scarce in the Romanian literary scene, women’s memories of that era (Mitroiu 2018). Jill Massino’s survey of Romanian life writing dealing with daily life under communism reveals the deep influence that the communist regime had on everyday life experiences and the mechanisms used by individuals to evade regime control (Massino 2010; 2012). Nostalgic feelings have often been identified in research focused on exploring the past through the lens of everyday life, as well as, in some cases, “the nostalgic fetishization of the not-so-distant past” (Bren and Neuburger 2012, 3). Edited volumes dedicated to nostalgia in former communist states include detailed analyses of specific phenomena or personal narratives of a defined topic (Todorova and Gille 2010; Todorova, Dimou, and Troebst 2014). A nostalgic view of the past was initially adopted during the first post-communist decade, when ordinary Romanians were confronted with a high level of social and economic instability, and nostalgia stemmed from their desire to protect themselves from the present (Popescu-Sandu 2010, 114; Petrescu 2017, 193). Some studies have described other forms of nostalgia, such as the nostalgia characteristic of the literature dealing with childhood and adolescent memories of the communist past (Mitroiu 2020; Mironescu and Mitroiu 2020), while others have described a “politics of ordinariness” based on “communist memorabilia” – toys, product labels, textbooks, clothing items – that counterbalances the dominant narratives of trauma (Pohrib 2016). These studies also challenge the general understanding of the nostalgic view of the past by distinguishing between different generations’ feelings of nostalgia caused by past experiences or by the products associated with a specific period of time.
 
            The narrative of the traumatic communist past, which dominated in the first twenty years following the 1989 regime change, has thus been overtaken by a larger variety of narratives, which have put nostalgia for the past up for discussion. These narratives challenging the meta-narrative constructed around the traumatic past are gradually being incorporated into collective memory. Research demonstrates that memory discourse must expand its scope to consider the variety of experiences and memories, and the personal and collective narratives that they generate. A polyphonic narrative of the past that discusses how public memory discourse (mis)‌uses the narratives of the past is slowly taking shape and has the potential to establish itself.
 
            On the other hand, scholars have identified a lack of “gender sensitivity” as one feature of how communism is remembered, arguing that the public narrative has been impoverished by the absence of women’s perspectives and by the assimilation of women’s narratives into the male-dominated discourse (Dobre et al. 2015). There were different campaigns targeting women’s role in society at different stages of the communist regimes, ranging from the promotion of their inclusion in the workforce to a return to the traditional role of mother and wife with domestic responsibilities (Fidelis 2010). It is therefore important to contextualize each case study.
 
            The general interpretation of Romanian women’s lives during communism gravitates around pronatalist policies, and women’s narratives are overshadowed by the predominantly male, heroic narratives of struggles against a brutal regime (Massino 2019, 3). Moreover, there is generally a considerable difference between the roles played by women in transmitting knowledge and memories of the past at a family level and their influence on the public and official level in institutional practices.
 
           
          
            2.3 Recollecting the past: Intersectional dimensions
 
            In relation to political regimes and social changes, gender can be both an agent of stability, providing a point of reference at the social and interhuman level, and a constraint, leading to discrimination against women due to its limitations. Studies by feminist scholars have analyzed gender as “a powerful ideological device which produces, reproduces, and legitimates the choices and limits” (West and Zimmerman 1987, 147). Judith Butler argues that to “understand gender as a historical category, is to accept that gender […] is open to a continual remaking” and that the “very attribution of femininity to the female body as if it were a natural or necessary property takes place within a normative framework in which the assignment of femininity to femaleness is one mechanism for the production of gender itself” (Butler 2004, 9 – 10). The socially determined meanings of gender along with the socialist regime’s political control influenced both gender roles and their public representation. Katherine Verdery writes about gender in socialism as a construct, as a “symbol system by which bodies enter into sociality,” and as a mediator in the relations between bodies and their socially defined meanings (Verdery 1994, 94). Altogether, the structure of gender involves “ideas about male-female difference, power, and inequality that structure the reproduction of these differences” (Gal and Kligman 2000, 4). The institutional framework determines established gendered relations: “the division of labor in households, in sexual relationships, friendships, workplaces, and within different sectors of the economy,” including “the kinds of life courses produced by such organization of work and the characteristic structures of feeling that orient what men and women expect out of life” (Gal and Kligman 2000, 3).
 
            Establishing correlations between advanced knowledge of the differences between people of the same gender and with their cultural settings allows us to better understand the differences when it comes to memory and its expressions. Many researchers have argued against using gender as a category to differentiate between people’s memories of the past (Leydesdorff 2017), as studies have revealed that masculinity and femininity vary not only between different cultural settings but also over historical periods. Consequently, whatever differences might be observed in a specific setting, they cannot be discussed in terms of “transcultural essential gender differences” (Leydesdorff, Passerini, and Thompson 2017, 1). Significant research points to the fact that gender as a hegemonic category has lost its primacy and that it is only possible to speak about a significant and recognizable influence on identity when it is combined with other significant categories, such as race and class, thereby also providing “a means by which cultural memory is located in a specific context rather than subsumed into monolithic and essential categories” (Hirsch and Smith 2002, 6). Furthermore, in the specific case of East Central European women’s narratives, established authors have insisted on the individuality of women’s stories and on the danger of neglecting personal narratives that are not part of the general dominant narrative, in this case, that of victimization (Massino and Penn 2009). Gender was not only instrumentalized but also became one of the authoritarian system’s most powerful ideological and punitive weapons; it was used to introduce new categories, thus creating new forms of discrimination in a roller-coaster-like development. Gender and reproduction policies created “painful intersections with nationalism and hyper-masculinity,” and woman-mothers “become a romanticized locus of a nationalist identity” (Hassenstab 2015, 6). Using gender as a category of analysis can reveal new insights into how power relations are constructed (Fidelis 2010).
 
            In their introduction to the volume Living Gender After Communism, Janet Elise Johnson and Jean C. Robinson argue that communist regimes did not perceive gender as something distinct from sex. Their arguments take into account the party-state monopoly over the politics of gender that was characteristic of communist regimes, as well as the Soviet approach toward “the woman question”: “The Soviets by the 1930s believed that there were essential and innate differences between women and men. They framed the ‘woman question’ not about how to restructure social values and society to make it less patriarchal or sexist, but rather as how to accommodate women’s innate differences to the ideal of the New Soviet Man” (Johnson and Robinson 2007, 7). The party-state acknowledged the physical and sexual differences between men and women but used its power to control how society viewed gender roles. It ignored the differences and mandated the equal involvement of women in the workforce. Images of women driving or manipulating large industrial or agricultural machines were widely used as propaganda tools. On the other hand, women were regarded as natural caretakers, and, whenever convenient for the regime, sexual differences were used to firmly determine their place within society – e. g., dictating birthing as “a lifelong occupation and location” (Johnson and Robinson 2007, 7) – as well as to control their bodies. Johnson and Robinson point out that, because of the perception of gender difference as something based on the sexual and physical differences between men and women, the validity of gender politics was never challenged under communism, which meant that everyday life remained highly gendered.
 
            The strict control of public life led to the constitution of a public idea of gender, behavior, and practices associated with and subject to state ideology and authority, leaving women with limited personal agency and “few alternatives to the ones presented by ideology” (Johnson and Robinson 2007, 2). The private space generally allows alternative gender constructions despite external opposition, but under the authoritarian Soviet regimes in the former Soviet Union and East Central Europe, there was minimal freedom to negotiate gender, gender roles, or behaviors. In many former communist states, one’s private space was significantly diminished by authoritarian regimes: “private lives were often narrowly circumscribed, and privacy was a rare luxury in crowded and collectivized living” (Johnson and Robinson 2007, 2). Nevertheless, several case studies demonstrate that, even if it was limited, personal agency had an effect on gender roles, and that gender was not only an instrument used by the party-state but also by individuals to interpret, negotiate, and resist state policies (Massino and Penn 2009, 3). Economic self-sufficiency was used to escape abusive relationships and patriarchal communities, increasing women’s ability to resist authority (Fidelis 2010).
 
            The Romanian communist regime attempted “to erase gender difference […], to create socially atomized persons directly dependent on a paternalist state” (Gal and Kligman 2000, 5). Mihaela Miroiu shows how the communist concept of the “new man” reveals the obstacle imposed by the regime to the expression of gender roles:
 
             
              [S]‌ome of the characteristics usually attributed to a woman became features of the “new man.” These features were: dependence, obedience, self-sacrifice and self-denial, all of them understood in relation to society and not to the family. The “new man” was described in functional and subjective terms as a woman usually is. On the other hand, many features traditionally considered to be specific to women: the domination of emotions over reason, sensitivity, intuition […], were all regarded as being completely bourgeois and injurious. […] So, half of the “new man” was a mockery of man, or, to put it differently, it was a mutilated man. A pseudo-androgynous being was born; a man without manhood and a woman without womanhood. (Miroiu 1994, 55 – 56)
 
            
 
            Both men and women “were celebrated as collective anonymous entities: Mother, Worker, or Tractor Driver” (Miroiu 2007, 199). Susan Gal and Gail Kligman argue that communism infantilized its citizens by explicitly dictating their thoughts and systems for evaluating reality. The masculine image of the head of the house was also usurped, with very few masculine alternatives being offered: “What it did offer – Stakhanovite worker [sic!], the physical prowess of the popular athlete, the loyal party member, or, as a less dominant form, the careerist opportunist – was not linked to men’s role in families and households” (Gal and Kligman 2000, 54).
 
            The issue of gender has been partially explored by memory studies fields dedicated to the question of how people experienced abusive regimes in East Central Europe and the former Soviet Union. Previous research has discussed the experience of life in the former Soviet Union from the perspective of women in relation to the topic of the Gulag and imprisonment. Various approaches from the field of memory studies have been taken toward examining women’s memoirs and autobiographical writings detailing their experience of Soviet systems, especially those written by women from East Central Europe. Special attention has been paid to the memories of Gulag experiences and of the time spent in Soviet prisons (Vilensky 1999; Shapovalov 2001). An exceptionally well-developed field of memory studies is also emerging in the Baltic States, where the politics of memory include a large variety of analyses of women’s narratives (Kirss, Kõresaar, and Lauristin 2004; Kirss and Hinrikus 2009; Kurvet-Käosaar 2013; Skultans 2014). Various papers and edited volumes focus on post-communist life writings, while others compile stories of the past by looking at oral history (Rytkönen 2004: Alexandru, Nicolaescu, and Smith 2005; Livizeanu and Farris 2007; Rytkönen et al. 2010; Marsh 2012; Alexandru, Nicolaescu, and Smith 2014; Khanenko-Friesen and Grinchenko 2015). Significant research has focused on feminist movements and their representative figures in East Central Europe, and various authors have addressed women’s political and civic involvement (Livizeanu, Zirin, and Worobec 2007; Ghodsee 2019). Readings of women’s pasts in the communist bloc that discuss and detail the social and political advantages they gained during the socialist period are also gaining visibility, fueling the discussion of agency and responsibility (Ghodsee 2018). Alongside the studies that have been published so far, the connections between memory studies and life writing in the space of the former communist bloc can offer rich material that allows for further discussion.
 
            Significant studies have analyzed the development of feminist principles in the Romanian national political and historical context (Miroiu 1994; 2006; 2007; 210; Miroiu and Bucur 2002; Bucur and Miroiu 2018). Women’s experiences of the communist period have been included in the larger framework of memory of the communist past (Cesereanu 2005; Hulber 2015). Major research works have focused on women’s memories of the time they served in Romanian prisons during the communist period (Cormoș 2009), while others have provided thorough analyses of the feminine ideal and gender representations during the communist period (Andreescu and Shapiro 2014; Jinga 2015; Oprea 2016). A third field of research is dedicated to the mechanisms utilized by Romanian women after the regime change to advance in the political and cultural arenas (Olteanu, Gheonea, and Gheonea 2003). This perspective is enriched by studies dedicated to cultural production, mainly in the literary field and in cinematography, where research has focused on images of women during and after the communist period (Andreescu 2011; Alexandru, Nicolaescu, and Smith 2014; Godeanu-Kenworthy 2014). Other scholars have looked at Romanian women’s responses to state policies and practices, recognizing the entangled and varied ways in which events are experienced and remembered (Massino 2010; 2012; 2019). However, limited attention has been paid to autobiographical writing about the communist past (Cozea 2005; 2013; Luca 2015) or to self-referential constructions of narrative in terms of resilience, privacy, and agency. The intersections between memory studies and Romanian women’s life writing still requires further exploration, and various research directions are already taking shape. In the following chapters, I will discuss the connections between autobiographical writing, privacy, and abusive regimes of power.
 
           
        
 
      
       
         
          3 Life Writing and Realms of Privacy
 
        
 
         
          Cultural memory studies indicate that culture and cultural practices are not simple epiphenomena reflecting society and its structure; they are formative, as they shape the recollection process and its results, and influence the attitudes and the emotions of the agents of memory (Rigney 2016). Mediation and performativity are central to cultural memory, and their contributions are exemplified in the corpus of life writing. Focusing on life writing as part of cultural memory helps to reveal the links between public memory discourse, collective narratives, individual agency, and political regimes of power. The reduced private sphere during communism redefined the private self and its narrative expressions, reshaping how the self was performed in private. This chapter explores the connections between memory, mediation, performativity, and life writing within the framework of abusive political regimes. It analyzes the private/public distinction in relation to the historical and social changes imposed by the communist regime in Romania. It also develops the argument that the changes in private/public realms reverberated at the level of revealing the self to others and significantly further diminished public self-expression and self-narration. It provides an overview of gender roles, with a special focus on conditions for women during communism and on the family policies that contributed to women’s ideological social role. The second part of this chapter explores how the private self was redefined under the Romanian communist regime, while the final part provides a broad survey of women’s narratives dealing with the communist past, the topics included in their autobiographical narratives, and the correspondence between women’s autobiographies and the public memory discourse
 
          
            3.1 Life writing, mediation, and performativity
 
            The concept of life writing is used to define the vast field of various modes of writing about lives in their entirety or parts of them: memoirs, autobiographies, biographies, diaries, and autobiographical fiction, and letters, writs, wills, written depositions, court proceedings, poetry, and digital productions (Leader 2015). In the broad sense of writings that closely follow and detail the construction and the development of the self in the face of social and political transformations, the term life writing is employed throughout this book in direct relation to “autobiographical discourse,” more precisely to “self-referential writing” (Smith and Watson 2001, 3 – 4). Autobiography is increasingly being seen less as a literary genre or as an aesthetic mode of presenting a vision of one’s self and more as a “narrative modality,” carrying the “overbearing responsibility of grappling with facts, events, lives or simply History” (Schmitt 2018, 471). Analyzing life writing reveals the intricate connections between self-narration, historical events, their interpretation, and the cultural memory that intersects between past experiences and censored and self-censored writing. The search for continuity and meaning when narrating one’s life blends the reinterpretative act, omissions, and emphases with remorse, trauma, and past desires. Nevertheless, remembering is a process that involves many layers of meaning and different strata of personal and collective memory. The narratives of the past exceed personal, public, or gender-determined levels; all are interrelated and influenced by past and present historical frames. On the other hand, self-narration requires a coherent “vision of the self” based on interpretations of external events and of their effects on the self, and the “selective arrangement of elements into an order that conveys understanding” (Christman 2015, 125).
 
            I will explore the connections between life writing and memory here by identifying and closely examining two intricately bound levels in the form of performativity and mediation. Life writing – acting as testimony about the past – is an essentially performative process that unveils the work of memory in a mediated and multifaceted way. The authors of life writing are “performative subjects” or “autobiographical speakers” who, before a specific audience, assemble a life “to which they assign narrative coherence and meaning and through which they position themselves in historically specific identities” (Smith 1995, 17). Sidonie Smith writes about the performativity of autobiographical discourse in opposition to the reductionist theory of the act of self-expression that simply emerges through language – in other words, to the understanding of the self as something that is simply waiting to be textually materialized (Smith 1995, 17). Adopting Sidonie Smith’s argument that there is “no essential, original, coherent autobiographical self before the moment of self-narrating,” I am also using the concept of self-expression to describe the performative process through which the narrative of continuing self-construction and reflecting on the self is transmitted in various forms and shapes, and gains the potential to produce social change. Self-narration has various expressions, and the dynamic nature of the self and the variety of its forms are reflected in life writing and memory performativity. Smith argues that in autobiographical narration there are points of convergence and divergence between the narrator, the autobiographer, and the protagonist or main “subject of narration” (Smith 1995, 18). Moreover, she continues, “there are many stories to be told and many different and divergent storytelling occasions that call for and forth contextually-marked and sometimes radically divergent narratives of identity” (Smith 1995, 18). Likewise, theories of identity and narrative identity show the same dynamic and repetitive features of construction and reconstruction (Stets and Burke 2000; MacKinnon and Heise 2010). Plasticity is an essential feature of both the self and its narrative expression. The interplay between author, narrator, and protagonist (Lejeune 1989) is part of the process of self-narration. In On Autobiography, Philippe Lejeune claims that, in autobiography, there is an identity between the author, narrator, and protagonist. My argument is that, when trauma and thus implicitly agency and resilience are involved, “narrative performativity” (Smith 1995, 18) in autobiographical writing is largely the result of the dynamic relationship between the author, narrator, and protagonist. Trauma impacts the identity and introduces a scission at this level. Dealing with trauma, the author takes back control of her/his narrative by using and gradually re-incorporating the narrator and main character’s voices, thereby recreating a coherent autobiographical narrative. Therefore, when dealing with trauma, what is revealed in terms of self-narration is linked to and dependent on the main voice that is heard in life writing. The three narrative voices converge to create the autobiographical narrative. When traumatic events influence and restrict the author’s capacity to address the past, the author can lose her/his grip over the narrative. The narrator or the protagonist can move forward in an attempt to re-empower the narrator to regain control over the self-narration. The entanglements and the subtle narrative negotiations that take place at this level indicate not only how trauma is integrated into the autobiographical narrative but also the role played by narrative voices in overcoming trauma through mechanisms of personal agency and resilience.
 
            The work of mediation (between subjectivities, forms of expressions, media, and channels) is inherent to life writing and also to memory. Mediation is at the core of life writing as the latter is based on the endeavor “to transfer lived experience into the medium of written language” (Feigel and Saunders 2012, 241) and is at the core of transforming lived experience into shareable representations (Rigney 2016). The life writing analyses included in this volume closely examine the mediation process, paying special attention to thematic mediation, examining the connection between the self and the world (Hornung 2010). Mediation is inherent to memory and to the production of life writing, as the things that we remember are in fact representations, and mediation precedes any auto/biographical writing and includes the author’s cultural and social background (Feigel and Saunders 2012, 242). Life writing is characterized by the different interactions between autobiographical memory and the culturally mediated templates (Rigney 2016) that are used to interpret the personal experience, and the analysis of mediation and remediation processes further reveal the impact of life writing on both the expression of memories and on the shaping of memory discourse.
 
           
          
            3.2 Intimacy and redefining the private self
 
            The distinction between “private” and “public” orders social life and is applied to different categories – space, institutions, and interhuman interactions and relations. Different definitions in different historical periods have been used to define the relationship between private and public. Space itself, as a category of social and historical investigation, is defined by its fluid construction, determined by social relationships, and, implicitly, by the dialogical structure of collective and individual agency (Fürst, Osęka, and Reynolds 2011). Discussing the historical contrasts between the hidden or withdrawn and the open or accessible, and between the individual and the collective, previous studies have described the private and the public as dynamic, highly interdependent, and mutable categories. Furthermore, they have revealed that the historical distinction between private and public is something that has been created, sustained, and ideologically manipulated by the political systems in power. Analyses of social relations, practices, and transactions reveal the intertwined, porous nature and socio-historically determined dynamics of the private and the public (Bailey 2002), as well as the fact that private/public principles coexist in a multiplicity of combinations in everyday life (Gal 2002, 78).
 
            The private/public distinction was the main point of interest for communist regimes in East Central Europe as they worked to transform previous ways of life and capitalist society. At the same time, this distinction directly corresponded to that between ordinary citizens and the state, including its official representatives. The abolition of private property and privacy, the merging of individual and collective interests according to communist ideology, and the fact that party and state officials refused to acknowledge the legitimacy of people’s claim to privacy have been amply analyzed (Siegelbaum 2006). Privacy was reduced to the limited area of ordinary people’s free will and agency – activities, relationships, leisure time, personal space – and to the practices associated with the “moral principles and modes of motivation and reward” appropriated for the “work, spaces, and social relations” considered specific to ordinary people “as opposed to those considered the purview of the state” (Gal 2002, 87).
 
            The Romanian communist regime targeted the private domain in all its dimensions: living space, interhuman relations (social bonds and intimacy), and individual expression. The collective project of the new society suppressed individuality and the associated privacy. Previous studies have analyzed how communists deliberately eliminated individuality in their efforts to create the “new man,” and have shown that the imagined ideal citizen was in fact deprived of elementary rights (without any personal goals and with minimal needs) and was required to be completely devoted to the regime and to the communist party (Miroiu 1994). Moreover, the hostile environment and the regime’s wide range of tactics for surveillance and control resulted in fewer and fewer individual attempts at self-expression in the public sphere. In countless cases, personal thoughts and ideas that were expressed in public or even in private led to significant repression; intimate diaries became weapons used by the regime to severely punish its opponents as they were used during investigations to incriminate the individuals targeted by the regime. The private universe became so limited – even at a discursive level – that small children were taught by their parents not to talk outside their homes about what they had heard in family conversations.
 
            In her autobiographical volumes, Mihaela Miroiu recollects various episodes in which her son, Andrei, unwittingly placed her in difficult or even risky situations (considering the potential negative consequences) by revealing the universal Romanian parenting practice of the art of duplicity: “public language – private language” (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 144 – 145). When asked by one of his mother’s colleagues about his opinion of Nicolae Ceauşescu, the little boy invited her to pay them a visit, since it was only at home that he would be able to tell her his true opinion (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 145). Children were taught to make a difference when expressing themselves in public or private and to adapt their language. As a child, I too was taught by my father not to divulge anything from our otherwise ordinary family life, not even when bribed with candy! This was the price: candy or colorful watches for the children versus arrests and humiliation, loss of employment, or even imprisonment for the parents. These measures and tactics were not only intended for specific social classes and personalities, they were applied at all levels of society: anybody could be an informant; anybody could be a victim.
 
            Likewise, strict control over public life determined how acceptable behavior for each gender was publicly constituted and subjected to state ideology and authority, with limited personal agency (Johnson and Robinson 2007, 2). Private space may allow for alternative gender constructions despite external opposition; however, under the authoritarian Soviet regimes in the former Soviet Union and Central and Eastern Europe, the freedom to negotiate gender, gender roles, and behavior was minimal. In fact, in many former communist states, people’s private space was significantly diminished by the abusive regimes of power, private lives were confined to limiting frames, and privacy was “a rare luxury in a crowded and collectivized living” (Johnson and Robinson 2007, 2). Nevertheless, case studies from the former communist states demonstrate that, although limited, personal agency had an effect on gender roles, and that gender was not only an instrument used by the party-state but also by individuals to interpret, negotiate, or resist state policies (Massino and Penn 2009, 3).
 
            Like many other European socialist states, the Romanian communist regime preserved the association of women with traditional household responsibilities. Consequently, women’s traditional patriarchal dependency upon men was simply replaced by their dependency upon the state, as communism failed to question the traditional labor division in the private realm. State policies were not accompanied by any sustained efforts to transform patriarchal attitudes and practices, and research indicates that support for women’s emancipation “was often more strategic than genuine” (Massino and Penn 2009, 2). Romanian women’s inclusion in the labor market was precipitated by rapid industrialization and urbanization policies. In June 1973, the Central Committee of the Romanian Communist Party decided that more women should be in employment, and consequently, by 1989, 40.4 % of employees in state enterprises were women. Although women had traditionally been raised to look after their families, this was not necessarily being acknowledged within an institutional framework. Pre-communist, interwar Romanian society was essentially agrarian, and peasant women were fully committed to raising their children and looking after the whole family. For example, Anița Nandriş-Cudla, a Romanian peasant, well-known for her diary about forced exile in Siberia, refers to the popular saying used to describe women’s involvement in family chores and to provide indirect educational advice to the younger generation: “the husband is a guest in the house” (Nandriş-Cudla, 1998, 27). The “old habits” have continued to dominate: in 2015, Márta Bodó observed in one of her studies that 55 % of the population still lived in villages where patriarchal tradition continues to hold power and that it “is still normal and accepted for women to work, endure and suffer more than men” (Bodó 2015, 30).
 
            The communist regime extended women’s previous duty to the paid workforce, fully preserving their family responsibilities and directly over-burdening them due to continued shortages. The changes imposed on women’s lives by the regime solely targeted their professional deployment, without taking any specific measures to counterbalance or reduce their responsibilities within the family. Gender equality and the integration of women into the workforce imposed by the communists did not automatically mean that women had access to the top-paid sectors of industry or the economy, and women’s lower salaries and reduced prestige meant that they had lower social status than men (Gheauş 2008, 190). The state apparatus was heavily male, and women were in fact paid about one-third of the salaries normally paid in sectors where most employees were men (Miroiu 2010, 583; Verdery 1994, 94). On the other hand, some women perceived their paid employment outside the family framework as liberating as they felt their limited agency was closely tied to new opportunities to construct their identities outside the home and family (Massino 2009, 13). Besides the fact that state socialism opened the door to social mobility for many women and broadened their social and cultural horizons, their employment as active members of the state workforce deeply influenced their self-identification and, of course, gender-based relations. The experience of working and being paid for their work, as well as being recognized as citizens with full rights and social duties, empowered certain women to even renegotiate their family roles (Massino 2009, 30).
 
            On the other hand, rapid industrialization sparked increased demand for labor. Consequently, pronatalist policies were designed and implemented in order to increase the number of Romanian workers. In 1966, after his first year in power, Nicolae Ceauşescu launched a fertility campaign that remained in force throughout his regime. It consisted in the banning of abortion and in effectively making contraceptives unavailable for sale. The regime proclaimed that childbearing was a patriotic duty, making family planning a mechanism of oppression (Kligman 1998, 25). Abortion was criminalized in 1966, and the long-term consequences of this policy affected a large majority of the population (Andrei and Branda 2015). Terminating a pregnancy was illegal. Only under exceptional circumstances could a woman end a pregnancy, such as when the pregnancy endangered her life, when one or both of the parents had a hereditary disease that would be transmitted to the child, when the pregnant woman had suffered severe physical and/or psychical injuries, if the woman was over 45, if the woman had already given birth to at least five other children, or when the pregnancy was the result of rape or incest. Medical personnel also became the targets of fierce surveillance. Abortion was regarded as the ultimate form of selfishness and a sin against the entire nation (Keil and Andreescu 1999, 479). However, banning abortion failed to stop the practice and instead turned it into a risky illegal operation. Research estimates that only half of illegal abortions were performed without complications – ranging from infections to death. By the late 1980s, Romania had the highest recorded maternal mortality rate of all European countries – 159 deaths per 100,000 live births, of which about 90 % were caused by illegal abortions (Hord at al. 1991, 231). Control over women’s bodies had expanded beyond any previously known dimensions. The party-state introduced mandatory gynecological check-ups both in schools (for teenage girls suspected of being sexually active) and in the workplace. Any pregnancy detected during these mandatory checks would afterward be closely monitored, and any woman attempting to have an abortion faced a prison sentence. Likewise, any fertile women between the ages of 16 and 45, if hospitalized for whatever reason, had to take a pregnancy test. All pregnancies were officially registered. Through its family planning and controlled reproduction policies, the regime exercised direct control over women’s bodies. The body lost its private and personal nature, becoming instead a public asset – “the body of the nation” (Andreescu 2011, 666).
 
            Despite the fact that the communist regime through its gender equality policies opened up the public space for women – who tradition and the patriarchal system had associated with the private sphere of domestic life (Green 2000) _ control, deprivation, and surveillance substantially reduced their new, theoretical inclusion in public life by drastically diminishing their opportunities for self-development. Intimacy thus became “a retreat, a refuge” (Luca 2011, 74). One’s family and circle of friends acted as a defensive wall against the regime’s control over and interference in people’s private lives. Shared intimacies, manifested beyond the personal boundaries of individual mentalities, yet within the realm of private life and in the private space, involved silence, suffering, and unhappiness, which was experienced and narrated within the inner circle of relatives and close friends, as were means of resisting and acknowledging the absurdity of the regime (Luca 2011).
 
            The reduction in privacy and the fear of self-expression under communism redefined the personal realm and reshaped patterns of privacy. Ioana Luca summarizes the situation by asserting that “intimate relations, families, feelings, or love lives were under the constant scrutiny of the state apparatus” and that “an omniscient, more or less visible ‘Big Brother’ was alertly watching private lives” (Luca 2011, 72). Furthermore, representations of private life depended on and were influenced by the regime’s narratives. The regime had overwhelming knowledge of all aspects of life: how to be a good citizen and how to raise children; how to be fully committed, socially and professionally, but also what it meant to be a man or a woman, a wife or a husband, etc. It also possessed a sophisticated range of coercive mechanisms that it used to enforce its narratives. Therefore, when analyzing the relationship between the private and the public sphere during the communist regime, it is clear that this opposition was not necessarily generated by the public/private distinction – as the state already controlled all forms of the public sphere – but by the relationship between the state and what were still considered to be aspects of private life: family and friends (Luca 2011, 77). The focus shifted from the dynamics of the public space to the relational aspects of individual lives, challenging relational privacy. Relational privacy was significantly called into question as the extended network of surveillance practiced in the final decades of the Romanian communist regime affected relations with close family and friends.
 
           
          
            3.3 Women’s narratives addressing the Romanian communist past
 
            Life writing addressing the Romanian communist past initially revolved around trauma and past wrongs. Life narratives post-1989 were characterized by a specific need for testimonial writing describing past suffering and injustice, and by “a personal and/or collective urge to talk about a forcefully silenced past, as well as a need to reassess political figures or events” (Luca 2016, 656). Subsequent life writing fostered public memory discourse, ranging from trauma and victims’ narratives to explorations of everyday life and nostalgia. As previously mentioned, women’s narratives have occupied a rather small place in the public debate focused on the communist past, and the first life writing works were subsumed within the topic of prison experience. The autobiographical literature published in the early years after 1989 mostly consisted of translations that had finally been made available to the Romanian public. In 1951, Adriana Georgescu-Cosmovici (1920 – 2005) published in French the first piece of testimony about women’s suffering in Romanian communist prisons – which was translated into Romanian in 1992. Annie Samuelli’s (1910 – 1986) book Women Behind Bars in Romania (Gratiile despărțitoare) was published in 1997 and translated into Romanian in 2001. Nicole Valéry-Grossu’s testimony was originally published in French in 1976 and translated into Romanian in 1997, while Lena Constante’s (1909 – 2005) first book was published in French in 1991, with the Romanian translation following closely in 1992 and the second volume published in Romanian in 1993 (both reprinted by Humanitas in 2013). These autobiographical volumes, which included the authors’ narratives of life in communist prisons, paint a general portrait of the squalor and abuse experienced there but also reveal these women’s resilience in facing the regime’s abuses.
 
            The background to the trauma narrative supported by public memory discourse during the first post-communist decade was the criminal dimensions of communism and the discourse of societal trauma that was embraced as something that characterized Romanian society as a whole (Petrescu and Petrescu 2007; 2010). Women’s narratives of the past promoted at this stage mainly related to the trauma and terror of the communist past: prison experience, expropriation as the result of the collectivization process, deportation, etc. The memories of the oppression endured and the resulting trauma, as well as the great resistance shown by women in confronting the regime’s brutality, captivated Romanian readers’ minds, while the stories themselves corresponded to public discourse on the traumatic past.
 
            However, waves of autobiographical exploration of the communist past expanded the initial range of testimony and led to the open sharing of memories in publications and public discussions, giving nuance to memory discourse and including topics such as dissidence, collaboration with the political police, betrayal, and the hardships suffered during the final decades of the communist regime. Important Romanian publishing houses encouraged people to write testimony and publish anthologies on topics relating to the communist past. After 2000, women’s narratives and memories of the past were more widely disseminated, especially by means of autobiographical publications. Although general interest slowly waned, the testimony of intellectual figures diversified communist prison literature, adding new layers to the remembrance process. For example, Ioana Berindei (1922 – 2008) – one of the women who gave birth in prison – published her prison testimony in 2006 in a volume of conversations with Lavinia Betea, which was followed by a second edition in 2017. Gradually, more space was allocated for the publication of intellectuals’ formerly banned diaries, memoirs, and correspondence, the testimony of political prisoners, and the works of former dissidents. For example, one of the most cherished figures of the Romanian diaspora and of international anti-communist movements, Monica Lovinescu (1923 – 2008), is held in high esteem in Romanian public memory due to the continued struggles she faced while working as a journalist with Radio Free Europe to denounce the communist regime. In 1948, she requested political asylum in France and after that spoke openly about the terror of the communist regime as she was repeatedly targeted by Securitate officers. The Humanitas publishing house began printing her writings in 1990, including her diaries, which provided an extensive view of significant aspects of the lives and works of members of the Romanian diaspora and on some exiles’ efforts to force a regime change from outside the country. Diaries written by well-known intellectual women living abroad during the communist period were published by prestigious publishing houses like Humanitas and Polirom, and enjoyed wide distribution. Two such examples are the autobiographical volumes written by Gabriela Melinescu (2003, 2004), who settled in Sweden in 1975, and Sanda Stolojan (1996), who requested political asylum in France in 1962. Ioana Luca writes that “recuperating the diaspora is another long-term project of Romanian publishers” and that in recent years “the main focus seems to have gradually switched to more recent or contemporary figures” (Luca 2017, 650).
 
            One of the most productive fields of publishing was built around remarkable intellectual figures (writers and artists) who, in their memoirs – often published posthumously and after multiple editing stages – reconstructed the first decades of the communist reality. Some of these writers were Alice Voinescu (1885 – 1961), Jeni Acterian (1916 – 1958), Annie Bentoiu (1927 – 2015), Cornelia Pillat (1921 – 2005), and Raluca Sterian-Nathan. Relatives of remarkable and well-known Romanian intellectual figures used their knowledge and family associations to edit volumes of correspondence or memoirs that converged to create life narratives for those who had been cherished and lost. For example, the daughter of Romanian poet and writer Lucian Blaga not only edited his correspondence but also published excerpts from her mother’s diaries, elaborating further on the portrait of her father and her parents’ relationship (Blaga 2012).
 
            Intellectual Romanian women and their memories of the pre-communist world, including the challenges they faced during the communist period in contrast to pre-communist times, captivated the Romanian post-communist literary scene. Even when they had not been imprisoned, the representatives of the pre-communist intellectual elites, who had been extensively educated at European universities,
 
             
              found themselves deprived of property overnight, denied the possibility to earn a living, and thrown to the margins of society […]. If before the war they had a decent, if not wealthy existence due to their intellectual skills, after the communist takeover they were forced to scrape a living by working as unskilled laborers. If the prison memoirs illustrate the extreme suffering that innocent human beings were forced to endure, such testimonies bear witness to the recurrent misery in everyday life. (Petrescu and Petescu 2015, 50)
 
            
 
            Life writing published after the regime change and as a result of the intellectual public’s interest in the pre-communist period reveals interconnected lines of memory, as it was written by intellectual figures who knew and appreciated each other. For example, Jeni Acterian and Alice Botez were very close friends, and each of them kept a diary detailing their feelings and thoughts. Alice Botez (1914 – 1985) was a Romanian writer whose diary (1937 – 1946) was posthumously published in 2001. It captivated Romanian critics with its clear focus on self-exploration and self-expression, as well its lack of references to social and political events. Jeni Acterian’s diary (covering the period between 1921 and 1953) was published for the first time in 1991 by Humanitas, closely following advice from her brother – Arșavir Acterian – about what materials would be suitable for publication and which fragments it would be better to exclude during the editing process as he considered them too private and too revealing of his sister’s intimate relations. A complete edition with references to earlier modifications and including previously omitted fragments was published in 2015 and subsequently in 2017, stimulating public debate, as it proved to be one of the most detailed and fascinating pieces of life writing covering that period. It was mainly read in correspondence with the memoirs and diaries written by well-known intellectual figures like Mircea Eliade, Mihail Sebastian, and Arșavir Acterian, which covered the same period and had already grounded the master narrative of the past. The first entries in Jeni Acterian’s diary are dated 1929 – 1930, when she was only sixteen years old, and she continued to write in her journal until 1953 (five years before her death). However, she stopped reflecting on her own feelings and thoughts in her entries in 1947, and even if she made some short notes between 1951 and 1953, they only refer to her work in the theater, without any personal considerations of how external events were influencing or impacting her life. Her notes are marked by a deep self-reflexivity, and external events are included only on the basis of their reverberations and potential for introspective thought. Acterian includes in her diary her thoughts and observations about the socially accepted behaviors for women that defined their roles in Romanian society as well as her own experiences of how representations of what was acceptable or not transformed over generations. Alongside Acterian’s own experience, the diary includes her thoughts on women’s lives and gendered differences based on her readings. In particular, the diary reveals her loneliness and melancholy in confronting everyday miseries; she abstains from joining cultural and political debates, and her diary entries prove her lack of interest in historical narratives and arguments. The diary entries also reflect her inner struggle to adapt to the gender roles of Romanian society as well as to her generation’s ideas and intellectual tendencies.
 
            Romanian literary critics also paid significant attention to Alice Voinescu’s diary (1929 – 1961). Voinescu was educated at the Sorbonne and Oxford, and even if her “credentials surpassed those of many of her male colleagues, she never received a position at any of Romania’s prestigious universities. Instead, relegated to a second-rate post at the Bucharest Conservatory, where there were no majors in philosophy, she taught history of theater and aesthetics rather than philosophy” (Bucur and Miroiu 2018, 28). Her journal details her everyday experiences and her capacity to reflect on her inner feelings as well as on global challenges and the transformations taking place in Romanian society. These writings inspired and sparked a publishing trend that sustained women’s life writing. More diaries and memoirs – all of them written by highly educated women – were published, some of them tremendously expanding memory discourse and narratives of the past. For example, Annie Bentoiu’s (1927 – 2015) memoir offers a thoroughly documented perspective on the past (1944 – 1959), although her personal memories are reduced to a minimum, and historical sources and analyses prevail over her personal experiences. Many of the works initially published by low profile publishing houses were re-edited by one of the most well-known Romanian publishing houses, Humanitas, especially in the final decade, responding to the intellectual public’s clear wish to rediscuss the past by engaging with women’s life writing. However, critics acted in a reductive manner due to their dominant tendency to discuss women’s life writings in relation to formerly established narratives of the past. Therefore, the potential of women’s life writing to challenge past narratives and give nuance to past arguments remained largely unexplored.
 
            The final two decades of the communist regime are recollected in anthologies that bring together intellectual women’s narratives with a special focus on everyday life under communism (Decuble 2004; Gheo and Lungu 2008). Temporal distance, the fact that the transition period had passed, and the shift that took place in memory discourse about the past, from the trauma of the first decades of the communist regime to the squalor of the final decades, have facilitated a more nuanced exploration of personal memories. Considering past traumas, everyday struggles, and professional development despite the communist regime’s obstacles while also questioning paradigms of public memory, women’s narratives explore everyday life under communism and post-communism in life writing publications (Adamșteanu 2014; Miroiu 2017).
 
            Besides the initial absence of women writers from the autobiographical canon, the assumption that their lives and narratives are constructed around their domestic universe or at best by articulating the impact of political events – the agents of which are mainly male figures – on their lives has dominated and, in many cases, still dominates analyses of women’s autobiography (Gilmore 1994). The gender-based comparative view of autobiography was broadly influenced by the paradigm of gender-specific traits, women’s writing was therefore generally labeled as being defined by features such as the “frequency of nonlinear or ‘oral’ narrative strategies,” “frequent digression, giving readers the impression of fragmentary, shifting narrative voice,” and the fluidity of the autobiographical subject or flexible ego boundaries (Smith and Watson 1998, 10 – 18). The influence of theorists embracing this politics of difference led to significant criticism of the dominant cultural models of identity and exposed the risks of privileging and treating certain characteristics as “innate to women’s experience rather than as culturally conditioned responses” (Smith and Watson 1998, 18).
 
            Few studies have examined East Central European women’s writing in relation to the socialist system by analyzing women’s autobiography. The Romanian case is no exception: despite the substantial literature dedicated to communist prison experiences and to heroic figures (Hulber 2015), limited attention has been paid to women’s self-referential writings. Maria Bucur (2008, 2010) analyzes Romanian women’s autobiographical writing in relation to the two world wars, focusing on the self-representations that resulted during wartime and from wartime experiences. Romanian critics have paid little attention to women’s autobiographical literature in relation to the communist past and the remembrance process. Some volumes of Romanian literary criticism, such as those written by Eugen Simion (2001; 2008), Dan C. Mihăilescu (2004; 2013) and Tania Radu (2014), include references to female authors. However, they do so without any specific focus on women’s experience of the past and their self-expression. Liana Cozea (2005; 2013) has published two different volumes dedicated to women’s writing, but without relating her work to either extensive analyses of the autobiographical self or to the framework of memory studies. The present book surveys women’s life writing within the scope of the process of coming to terms with the past; its case studies include references to major social and political events, and allow a close examination of both the collective and personal past, revealing the lines of connection between the individual and social dimensions of autobiographical narrative, and between life stories and their social, historical, and political contexts.
 
           
        
 
      
       
         
          4 Traumatic Experiences: Privacy as Communicative Agency
 
        
 
         
          The first twenty years following the events of 1989 were dominated by discussions about the traumatic memories of the past and about victims’ testimony. The trauma inflicted by the communist regime has been explored in depth in public memory discourse and thus had an impact on the reception of women’s life writing during the first post-communist decade. It also acted as an external censor of the narratives of the past and their interpretation, which were confined to interpreting and exploring victimization, abuse, and trauma. In fact, women’s life writing includes multifaceted understandings of the communist past, including detailed portraits of personal lives that go beyond the general frame of trauma and victimization. This book focuses on different forms of agency, resilience, and self-expression as they are revealed in life writing, while this chapter demonstrates that it is also possible to read autobiographical writing detailing traumatic experiences of communist prisons by engaging with these concepts.
 
          Privacy was non-existent in the Romanian communist carceral space. However, this chapter argues that privacy was restored through individual and shared actions, and by overcoming personal limitations and the instruments and tactics employed by the abusive regime of power to impose itself and instill total obedience. On the other hand, public testimony about the past creates a mnemonic space of communicative agency. Romanian women’s narratives of trauma recount the past in relation to the communist regime’s intrusion into their lives and by responding to the necessity to testify for those who are not able to do so, exercising their communicative agency and assuming an active role in creating levels of understanding the past. Previous research has indicated that women often avoided emphasizing the traumatic elements of past experiences in their life narratives, a conscious decision determined by the generally accepted narratives of survivors propagated in the public space, as well as by their open refusal to be victimized by past experiences (Kurvet-Käosaar 2013, 134). This refusal can be justified by their previous actions and personal feelings of acting according to their own will, using their own agency. It can also be explained by the empowerment that they felt resulting from the act of performing the past through their public testimony denouncing past abuses.
 
          This chapter draws attention to the use of the concept of trauma in dealing with autobiographical literature and in public memory discourse on the communist past. The first part engages with trauma theories, resilience, and agency in the context of the former communist states in East Central Europe. The second part provides a general overview of literary women’s life writing about Romania’s traumatic communist past, especially the deprivations and abuses experienced in communist prisons. The last part discusses trauma, privacy, and agency in relation to the three narrative voices – author, narrator, and protagonist – while exploring women’s memories and their self-narration in relation to various forms of agency and privacy.
 
          
            4.1 Trauma, life writing, forms of agency, and censorship
 
            The narrativization of trauma in life writing involves discussions of two different entangled dimensions of trauma related to abusive political regimes: 1) individual trauma caused by personal encounters with oppressive regimes or resulting from the intergenerational transmission of memory and knowledge; and 2) collective trauma, reflecting social mistrust and a divided society as direct long-lasting effects of a regime’s abuse of power. Cathy Caruth’s interpretation of trauma and its unrepresentability has been widely utilized widely in trauma studies. Trauma escapes the bounds of intelligibility due to its “unassimilated nature”; therefore, the impossibility of apprehending the event is what causes the trauma (Caruth 1995, 4). The pathology of trauma is not defined by the event itself or by the distortion of the event due to personal interpretations of it but instead resides in its reception. The event itself is not fully experienced and assimilated when it occurs, and it is its subsequent dominance over the person’s mind that causes the trauma: “to be traumatized is precisely to be possessed by an image or event” (Caruth 1995, 4 – 5). At a social level, trauma is more than a “shock encounter” with brutal or deadly events, fundamentally being the result of a “betrayal of a promise or expectation” (Edkins 2006, 109). Therefore, the personal encounter with the absurdity imposed by an oppressive political regime shakes the inner order constructed around familiar social expectations to its core. This betrayal is a consequence of overthrowing the former order and rules, which are replaced by the new oppressive order of terror. The deep and shocking personal encounter with the absurdity of the new regime that betrays the individual’s faith in personal and social worlds they knew before causes the trauma (Edkins 2006, 109). There is a direct correlation between collective trauma and the group members’ feeling that they have been subjected to a terrible and horrifying event that has forever marked their group memories and identity (Alexander 2012, 6). Life writing analysis can identify symptoms of trauma (Kurvet-Käosaar 2013) that indicate the narrative presence of trauma: involuntary and recurring intrusive thoughts, images and nightmares (Caruth 1995), re-experiencing the horrors of the past due to the collapse of the distinction between past and present (Felman and Laub 1991), a lack of responsiveness to the external world, and a hyper-alertness in various areas of life (Leydesdorff at al. 1999, 5), as well as “a general closing off of the spirit as the mind” in the attempt “to insulate itself from further harm” (Erikson 1995, 184). However, the absence of these marks of trauma in life writing does not necessarily mean that memories are non-traumatic, as the trauma might in fact be less visible, and the recovery process may dominate the narrative (Skultans 1998).
 
            The burden to share memories as a form of restorative narrative seeking to repair the harm caused by the general lack of knowledge regarding the victims’ stories can mark the lives of those who have experienced traumatic events, often without finding viable forms of expression. The survivors of traumatic past events frequently state that they have the need to testify in order to find justice for those who have perished. By confronting trauma, self-narration becomes a form of personal agency and, by expressing it, communicative agency is put into practice by creating connections and sharing information. Dominick LaCapra writes that witnessing is “a general condition of agency,” but agency “should not be conflated with, or limited to, witnessing” as it calls for “comprehensive modes of political and social practice” (LaCapra 1998, 12). This chapter argues that, when it comes to violations of human rights, legal justice is no longer enough. Testimony itself requires more than a legal response; it calls for “emotional recognition and mourning, the compensation of public remembrance and education” (Jolly and Jensen 2014, 5). Testifying about past horrors means practicing effective agency, a communicative practice that engages the self, the past lives of others, and the future audience. Furthermore, testimony requires “an adequate witness” who “creates a holding environment for testimony” and who “will receive testimony without deforming it by doubt, and without substituting different terms of value for the ones offered by the witness herself” (Gilmore 2017, 5). Testimony is a form of agency, specifically communicative agency, but it cannot fulfil its purpose in the absence of adequate, empathetic listeners.
 
            Life writing allows trauma to be explored in its entanglements with individual and collective experiences and memories. It offers room to extensively analyze remembrance, testimony, and forms of narrative retelling, which are also shaped by cultural memory. Nevertheless, trauma deeply affects the process of remembrance and complicates narrative forms. Various language mechanisms – sometimes fragmented, disjointed, and/or repetitive images and symbols – are used to signal the survivor’s trauma (Rogers, Leydesdorff, and Dawson 1999). When trauma is present, the dynamics of remembrance and narrative have their own particularities. Posttraumatic autobiographical narratives evoke the past, the trauma, and its long-lasting effects; they point to the “difference inscribed by the posttraumatic state: an altered relationship to meaning and to the body,” thereby including the interplay between the facts that are remembered and the interpretation added in time and distorted by the trauma itself – “those sounds, images, and feelings trapped in the decontextualized echo chamber of traumatic memory” (Jensen 2019, 7 – 8).
 
            The stories of those affected by trauma and abuse also include descriptions of the resilience of individuals, of their inner capacity to find solutions, to adapt, and to regain control of their lives. Resilience, as defined by the American Psychological Association, is the process of adapting well when facing significant sources of stress: adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats, etc. Several attributes characterizing psychological resilience have been identified – including adaptive coping, personal control, and social support (Hollander-Goldfein, Isserman, and Goldenberg 2012; Kliger 2018).
 
            This chapter links the textual presence of resilience to the narrative relationship between the author, narrator, and protagonist. It argues that the experience of trauma radically challenges this narrative relationship and that the presence of a voice or somebody else when dealing with trauma in self-narration can help to project a retroactive agency. When trauma is present, the function of autobiographical narrative is to “cit‍[e] new, formerly unspeakable stories,” in which memory provides agency “in its power to intervene in imposed systems of meaning” (Smith and Watson 1996, 15). The significance that these studies afford to the narrativization of trauma and of memory as agency contrast with the influential view of trauma as a loss of comprehensibility. What motivates trauma testimony in life writing? Is the narrativization of trauma a form of individual agency connected to narratively expressed resilience? In this chapter, these questions inform my analyses of Romanian life writing that focuses on experiences of communist prisons. The chapter surveys the reasons behind the autobiographical urge to “expan‍[d] […] the self beyond its usual limits” (Schmitt 2018, 476) and to externalize the autobiographical narrative in such cases.
 
           
          
            4.2 Romanian communist prisons and women’s testimony
 
            Political arrests and imprisonment under the communist regime did not have any legal grounds and were not the consequence of Romanian citizens breaking the law; instead, they were the result of the regime’s campaigns to increase its absolute power and destroy any form of resistance. The penitentiary system was used as a repressive tool during Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej’s term in particular. Political detainees, deprived of their most basic rights, were subjected to torture in the form of physical and mental abuse. Torture was common, as were starvation, sleep deprivation, physical exhaustion, and many other abusive practices, all meant to obtain confessions from inmates for crimes that, more often than not, had been fabricated (Ciobanu 2015, 625). Inmates were also used as a labor force under exceedingly difficult work conditions and with no concern for their well-being; forced labor was an instrument of punishment (Deletant 2019). Frequently, entire groups of people were arrested, and anybody who had anything to do with the original suspects was punished and imprisoned. Although court trials were held, detainees’ defense lawyers did not have any real chance of proving their innocence; moreover, many detainees were executed or spent years in prisons without being given due process. Besides arrests and imprisonment, domestic exile was also practiced. The number of those imprisoned and/or displaced by the communist regime is still disputed, as studies present different sources and data, ranging from 350 thousand detainees to two million detainees and displaced individuals (Tismăneanu, Dobrincu, and Vasile 2007). More than four thousand Romanian women were imprisoned in the first decade of the communist regime, and many prisons housed female inmates (Cesereanu 2005; Muraru 2008). The walls of room 52 at the Sighet Memorial for the Victims of Communism and of the Resistance – the main Romanian museum dedicated to the victims of the communist regime – display 4,200 names of women who were imprisoned by the regime and publicly acknowledge that the real number is probably much higher.
 
            Those who survived prison, deportation, and torture found their voice by acting as witnesses to the past, and their narrative of trauma was embraced by the general public, becoming the dominant narrative of the communist past. The repression practiced by the communist regime targeted all social strata; however, apart from oral history records, the main corpus of testimony and life narratives has been produced by intellectuals (Mitroiu 2016). During the first two post-communist decades, the amount of testimony being produced by women increased, and the topics they addressed and their narrative perspectives became more diversified. Romanian women’s life writing focusing on the experiences of communist prisons was mainly read within the broader context of traumatic experiences of the communist past and through the lens of the victims/perpetrators paradigm (Cesereanu 2016; Budeancă and Báthory 2017; Cormoş 2009).
 
            Alongside published volumes of testimony, many life stories were included in shortened form in periodicals and journals. They all provided powerful testimony denouncing the crimes of the communist regime, and the large majority was written by young and highly educated women. For example, Oana Orlea (1936 – 2014; real name Mărioara Cantacuzino), the niece of the internationally acclaimed Romanian composer George Enescu, was arrested on charges of conspiracy and subversion when she was a sixteen-year-old high school student; she survived her imprisonment and was granted political asylum in France in the 1980s. The motivation that she gave for her testimony, which was published in in 1991, immediately after the regime change, was the lack of knowledge about the past that she observed and her belief that Romanian society needed to look at past wrongs and at the victims of communism. She recounts how her ideas of heroism and resistance, and her internal opposition to dictatorial forms of organization (natural for her young age) were the background to her attitude during the years she spent in prison.
 
            Some volumes of testimony were first published abroad as testimony about the abuses committed by the Romanian communist regime and were later translated into Romanian. Such is the case of Adriana Georgescu-Cosmovici’s volume, originally published in French in 1951. This was the first testimony published by a Romanian woman revealing the atrocities of the communist regime, and abuse and torture in prison. Georgescu-Cosmovici (1920 – 2005) was a young lawyer and journalist working for the Romanian Prime Minister, General Rădescu, before the communist regime came to power. In prison she was repeatedly beaten, humiliated, starved, and raped, but she continued to stand up to her torturers and refused to sign fabricated confessions meant to incriminate various political figures. The portrait of female Romanian intellectuals and artists – victims of the communist regime – was further developed and sustained with the addition of a new feature – that of religious faith and its power in the face of external difficulties. As a young intellectual who was politically involved with the opponents of the communist regime, Nicole Valéry-Grossu (1919 – 1996) was arrested in 1949. She had spent years working as the secretary-general of one of Romania’s main political parties. Her autobiographical volume detailing the four years she spent in prison (translated and published in Romania in 1997) is constructed around her personal journey of Christian faith, the only thing that made it possible for her to survive her deplorable physical condition, caused by torture, starvation, and humiliation.
 
            Expanding knowledge of the communist past by providing details, Lena Constante’s two volumes of memoirs (1992; 1993), detailing the twelve years she spent in prison, impress due to their profound understanding of the human condition: they tell the story of an individual who spent eight years in total isolation in prison and of her interhuman relations during the last five years, which she spent in a communal cell, hearing and sharing the other women’s life stories. Constante (1909 – 2005) was a Romanian artist sentenced to prison in one of Romania’s most prominent cases; her trial and charges focused on the disgraced communist leader Lucrețiu Pătrășcanu, who had been sentenced to death by his own former comrades. Many of Pătrășcanu's friends and collaborators had been arrested and condemned to prison, based on false accusations and depositions. Their convictions had been necessary in order to prove Pătrășcanu’s treason and conspiracy against the Romanian Communist Party. Constante was accused of “Titoism” and “treason,” and she admitted her guilt after being repeatedly tortured.
 
            The experiences of women with a lower level of formal education found their way into discourse on the traumatic past in the testimony of Elisabeta Rizea and Anița Nandriş-Cudla in particular. Simple peasants with no access to institutional education, but with strong personalities, great dignity, and high moral standards, they gained public support, and their characters and stories joined the collective identification with the trauma of the past. Rizea (1912 – 2003), a wife and mother who was tortured and imprisoned twice by the communist regime due to her continuous commitment to anti-communist fighters and her refusal to betray them, recounts in her testimony her prison experiences and the physical abuse and terror that the regime used to deal with those who dared to oppose it (Nicolau and Nițu 1993). Her testimony has encouraged researchers to gather women’s testimony about the traumatic past, completing the public portrait of heroines resisting the Securitate’s pressure and helping in the anti-communist fight, even when they had to pay an extremely high price (Jurju and Budeancă 2002). Nandriş-Cudla (1904 – 1986) was deported in 1941 together with her three young sons; she was separated from her husband and forced to leave behind her helpless disabled mother. Her public image was constructed around the tenacity and resistance she demonstrated during her deportation; she endured the harsh conditions and struggled fiercely to ensure her children’s survival. She is one of the very few women who kept a record of her struggle during deportation. Her testimony, Twenty Years in Siberia (Două zeci de ani în Siberia), published for the first time in 1991 and repeatedly reprinted in subsequent years (2006, 2010, 2012, 2013), was extremely well received by the public, inspiring generations of readers and artists.
 
            Exploring the different stages of the Romanian communist regime from different angles and by including various narratives has led to the focus shifting from experiences of communist prisons as the main catalyst topic of self-narration to autobiographical narratives that include, together with memories of traumatic events, a longitudinal view of personal life. Memories of time spent in prison are included as one episode in the nexus of autobiographical narrative. Moreover, many narratives distance themselves from discussing past traumas. One such example is that of Ioana Berindei’s testimony, a woman who gave birth to and raised her daughter in prison for the first eleven months of the child’s life. In her autobiographical volume, Berindei argues that she has chosen to not focus on the trauma of the past as there have already been extensive explorations of this memory paradigm of suffering and because she does not think that her story detailing her traumatic experiences will add any new layers of meaning to the collective understanding of the past.
 
            Prison experiences are still present in autobiographical publications as part of the lives of the former Romanian elites. They continue to incite the public’s interest as part of the recent past and by offering information about public figures’ life stories. For instance, Olimpia Zamfirescu’s volume (2019) presents the life and memories of the heiress of Romania’s most well-known chocolate manufacturer, Constantin Zamfirescu. During the early years of the communist regime, her father’s factory was confiscated, her father committed suicide, and all the family’s assets were lost. In the years that followed, she was arrested and imprisoned. Then narrative of her memories stretches from the happy years of her childhood to her attempts to make a living abroad after she was permitted to leave communist Romania due to the long and arduous efforts of her English and German friends.
 
            In summary, women’s life writing about communist prison experiences have generally been read through the lens of trauma, mainly revealing their abuse and physical survival. Women’s great strength, their strong religious faith, and their traumatic experiences have dominated research into women’s narratives. But how do women position themselves when narrating their prison experiences? What exactly do they censor and what do they reveal in their narratives? This chapter also examines authors’ strict control over the recounted events (Kurvet-Käosaar 2013), asking if this control operates as retroactively projected narrative agency.
 
           
          
            4.3 Intertwined narratives of trauma, agency, and resilience
 
            Under abusive regimes of power, privacy is directly connected to agency as the personal, limited agency that ordinary people exercise in the private sphere and in their everyday interactions. When analyzing life writing and examining the narratives of trauma, the connection between agency and the three voices of the self as well as internal censorship paint a multifaceted picture of the dynamics of remembrance and narrative. In the following, I will therefore explore the privacy of the self in its three previously identified forms: modified patterns of privacy, relational privacy, and the loss of privacy through self-narration in writing.
 
            Alongside the narrator’s evolving memory and re-evaluation of past events, which permanently challenges the autobiographical narrative, life writing is subject to both external censorship and self-censorship. In the context of the Romanian communist regime, external censorship was the result of political and ideological decisions. Without a doubt, narratives of trauma are, to varying extents, the result of the authors’ self-censorship in the form of omissions, subtle changes, and interpretations. Self-censorship acts to justify personal decisions, actions, or the lack thereof, and even to acquire agency, especially if the protagonist and/or narrator had none before, and to construct a reliable self-presentation (Stroińska and Cecchetto 2015).
 
            Analyzing the dynamics of self-narration, I will begin by discussing rape as one of the most traumatic experiences practiced as a form of torture in Romanian prisons, although it was the exception rather than the rule. Recounting the experience of rape requires the author to reveal multiple layers of traumatic memory. By rendering the self accessible to others, authors transgress the conventional understanding of privacy and construct a form of privacy of the self by means of narrative devices, such as the negotiations between the three voices that can be heard in autobiographical narratives. Testimony is an instrumental act; testifying to past abuses is a form of justice for which both the author-victim and those who did not have the chance to reveal their stories are searching. Testimony in life writing leads to a striking transformation, as the emphasis moves from the abuses against the body’s privacy – what others did and how they inflicted pain and victimized the person – to the way in which the privacy of the self is restored – how the person copes with trauma narratively. The author secures a sense of agency by constructing the privacy of the self, which is revealed to the reader by addressing the trauma in narrative. Adriana Georgescu-Cosmovici includes traumatic testimony of her rape in her account of the time she spent in prison. She also testified in court to the trauma inflicted by the prison guards. Both her testimony during the hearings and her written testimony about other female inmates who had been subject to rape are exceptional, as this topic is largely absent from women’s writing about communist prison experiences. Despite the manipulations of the communist regime, death threats, and her frail physical condition, she stood her ground during the court proceedings and testified against the regime’s perpetrators, bearing witness to the abuses she experienced. Georgescu-Cosmovici suffered repeated physical abuse, as humiliation and torture were part of the communist perpetrators’ plan to force her to incriminate herself and others. She writes that she first became aware of the threat of rape when she was put in her cell after her daily interrogations, physical abuse, and torture, and her almost catatonic cellmate (a young, pregnant Hungarian woman), with whom she barely spoke, was desperate to get her attention. Her autobiographical style reveals the narrator’s voice woven into the fabric of the protagonist-victim’s traumatic memories: “It is the first time that I see her crying. She takes my hand each time the footsteps seem to stop at our cell door. Then she gestures to me. She wants to speak to me, she puts her hands on her growing belly, and she points to the corridor, and afterward she points to me […]. I do not understand, I do not want to understand” (Georgescu 2019, 74). Georgescu-Cosmovici, the protagonist-victim, cannot provide details about the story of her rape; she only offers narrative hints at her ordeal, and the missing information reveals the traumatic impact of the event on her inner constitution and, furthermore, on her autobiographical self-expression. The act of testimony is in itself traumatic, and Monica Lovinescu – who hosted Georgescu-Cosmovici, supported her writing process after she escaped communist Romania, and translated her testimony into French – describes in her foreword the torment Georgescu-Cosmovici experienced while remembering and writing down the abuses she had suffered. It was almost as if she was reliving her past traumas. The author has difficulty exposing her trauma. However, the voices of the protagonist and narrator reveal some fragments of her past ordeal.
 
            Rape itself occupies a quantitatively small place in the autobiographical volume, as the trauma that has been inflicted cannot be fully processed by the writing self. The author is suffering the impact of trauma, and her struggle to move past her victim status becomes visible in the fragmentary account of the event. Her memories take a disjointed form, filled with a powerful sense of urgency and enveloping terror: “The night passes very slowly. I cannot sleep. The door opens. Two guardians drag me by my arms to the interrogation room. […] Only the guards, and on the table – their bottles of alcohol. I understand now Iulișca’s hysterical trembling. […] The interrogations. The night when the interrogators are gone. Those who smell of alcohol” (Georgescu 2019, 75).
 
            The difficult process of testifying and the trauma that marks the author are made visible by her inability or refusal to delve into the realm of traumatic experiences, her physical pain and distress, her inability to extract herself from the past, her oral account of the things she cannot write down, a fragmented and elusive style that avoids directly narrating the traumatic events and, ultimately, after the text was translated, the author’s burning of her own manuscripts. In their discussions of trauma, autobiographical writings clearly reveal the narrative strategy of processing the past by separating the protagonist-victim and the narrator from the author and, in this way, empowering the author to take back control of her narrative.
 
            Countless autobiographical writings recounting past traumas demonstrate that the distinction between protagonist and narrator is a narrative practice largely used to gain personal agency by means of retroactive narrative projection. For instance, Nicole Valéry-Grossu begins her volume of memoirs without an introduction, abruptly placing the reader face to face with the reality of the prison cell. From the very first lines of this autobiographical work, the reader is already in the cell with the protagonist as the author/narrator calmly describes the prison rules and their long-lasting impact on the protagonist’s life. Likewise, Orlea always adopts the author’s position; she recounts her memories without letting her protagonist-self or narrator-self intervene in her narrative discourse, recounting her memories with detachment and precision. Berindei also exerts full control over the narrative as an author, even if her decision is a restrictive one in terms of self-narration. She, the author, recounts with detachment the richness of the human relationships that made her survival possible. By telling the story of her rape, Georgescu-Cosmovici is also testifying for those without a voice and is trying to regain control over her self-narrative. However, the trauma itself cannot be narrated at this level, and even the author/narrator can only hint at the events, without plunging into the abyss of trauma and without letting the protagonist-victim be victimized again by the story itself. Retrospective narrative agency – played out through a fine-tuning between author, narrator, and protagonist – impacts the process of rendering the self visible in life writing by empowering the author. When trauma has an impact on the autobiographical narrative, the author can decide to maintain her authorial control over the story and to empower herself using the protagonist’s or narrator’s voice, accepting the separation introduced by trauma between the voices that are heard in the autobiographical narrative in an attempt to confine trauma and deal with its long-lasting effects.
 
            Constante’s two autobiographical volumes reveal a sophisticated interplay between the author’s and the narrator’s voices. Constante rejects the status of victim, and the two main voices in her autobiographical volumes argue together that the protagonist demonstrated great resistance during the long years spent in prison and great resilience in facing the horror of the past. The first volume – The Silent Escape (Evadarea tăcută) – provides testimony about the loneliness and deprivations of the first eight years the author spent in prison, isolated from the other detainees, tortured, humiliated, and starved, but also about her personal quest to find an escape route, to liberate her mind through the creative process. She chose to write her life story about her inner escape, about how she decided to be more than the protagonist-victim to whom horrible bad things happened while she was in prison. In solitary confinement for eight years, Constante withdrew from the physical pain and squalor; her mind became her only limitation. Her mind and intellect nurtured her resilience, and the narrator and author mix their stories – memories and reflections on how her self-narration was impacted by the regime: “Pathetic. I am pathetic. Dirty, bristly, trembling from head to toe, hungry. Locked up in a cage, outside the law, outside time, I was truly pathetic. […] I was alone, alone, all alone. Nonetheless, I was the center of the world. This world existed all around me, for me, only because I was becoming aware of it” (Constante 1995, 9; emphasis in original).
 
            Constante describes how she began to write lyrics in her head, to compose poems, to imagine stories, and create complicated characters and plots – as for seventeen hours per day she had nothing else to do. Her first choice was to begin remembering her past life and thinking about different existential questions: life, death, God, dreams, free will, etc. But all of these made her feel more helpless than ever. She therefore focused her efforts on her imaginative skills, creating a new life for herself in her desperate attempts to escape from the misery of the prison cell one way or another. Her mind was free to create, to exist in a different world, that of the imagination, and this was the first form of agency she practiced. She constructed her privacy around her imaginary life, and, in this realm of privacy, she had full agency. When discussing the works (poems, children’s stories and plays) she composed during the long years she spent in prison, Constante states that she memorized more than ten thousand poems, four stories, and several children’s plays that she composed in her head, without pen and paper, all of them invented only for herself, in an attempt to revive her inner child: “The child helped me forget the present. I tried to make that child smile and laugh” (Constante 2013, 27). The inner child was not a victim of the regime; the protagonist had a different chance to escape victimhood through the entertainment she created. She was a victim, but she was also a creator, a source of entertainment.
 
            On the other hand, the different strategies practiced by women during the years they spent in prison reveal the level of personal agency that was constructed around the privacy of the self. Self-care in the form of routine was one of the conscious choices made by those imprisoned to prove their agency. Berindei recalls that her ritual during the three years she spent in prison was founded on her belief that the next morning she would be free; she therefore tried to attend to the way she looked each evening, to make sure she would look decent when released from prison. Confronted with prison reality and waiting to be interrogated and brought to trial, Zamfirescu invented her own rules and routine. Her first rule was to push away any memories with a significant emotional charge, to “not think of my mother, my brother, or my friends” (Zamfirescu 2019, 71). Four different strength-boosting activities were on her list: physical exercises like taking the same four steps permitted by her small cell five hundred times; religious meditation; intellectual exercises (trying to remember cultural trivia); and, at the end of the day, fantasizing about food. Her survival strategies were constructed around self-dissociating from actual reality.
 
            The inner life, resilience, and associated behaviors that prisoners practiced not only to survive but also to maintain their human dignity are invoked by many autobiographical writings as the foundation of strength, privacy, and agency. Self-discipline in the shape of spiritual and mental development, in some cases involving self-education (intellectually and/or religiously motivated) and the teaching of others (in foreign languages, about cosmetics, etc.), investing in human relationships, and agency practiced as opposition to the regime are the three areas where narratives demonstrate the construction of a high level of resilience. Some of the inmates developed elaborate routines in order to maintain their will to live: “I had to form habits. the desire to stick to them rigorously. Become fanatical. I felt the need to be able to measure the time by actions” (Constante 1995, 159). Together with the creative efforts that brought her “oblivion and solace” (Constante 2013, 42), Constante writes about the routine she performed for her own physical and mental well-being: “Washing my entire body daily is part of the routine I have imposed. I have an obligation to myself to observe it without hesitation. I must conquer the temptation of neglect every day” (Constante 2013, 26). Washing oneself was a true tour de force as water was scarce and the operation consumed her already weak physical energy. She placed the same importance on physical exercise, an expression of the desire to live despite the circumstances. Her daily schedule and physical self-care helped her to enhance her mental strength and her capacity for resilience – despite the impossibly harsh circumstances.
 
            Inner strength and personal resilience are closely related to the capacity to stay active, and physically and mentally engaged, to control the limited realms of privacy created around inner life. Constante writes that she was never inactive, she “worked from daybreak until evening, sometimes even at night,” but only in her mind (Constante 2013, 72). Her private mental efforts made her feel alive and gave her strength, as they gave her the feeling that her “life was not completely wasted” (Constante 2013, 42). Berindei also recounts how she tried to keep her mind busy, to ward off despair; she built houses in her imagination, furnished them, and invited her friends to visit. Despite all prohibitions, detainees started sharing their knowledge with others; they told stories and retold novels, learned foreign languages, etc. Through self-education and by helping others – by teaching foreign languages, giving cosmetics tips, etc. – they kept their minds busy, and these practices boosted their capacity for resilience and helped them to construct their own personal, private worlds.
 
            Women’s agency was linked to their resistance and the rebellious way that they positioned themselves when facing the representatives of the communist regime. Any contact with detainees from other cells was forbidden, even when the information that could be passed from one inmate to another was trivial. Many women began actively contacting other inmates in other cells using Morse code, which was harshly punished if discovered (seven days in a special isolation cell, without any amenities, being fed only a small amount of food every other day, no bed, no running water and no source of heating, and being forced to stand between 5 a.m. and 10 p.m.). Constante paints a picture of those who risked their well-being and were punished severely; she calls them “active” and “restless,” and describes how they learned Morse code and constantly risked punishment (Constante 2013, 113). She describes their background motivation: “the illusion that we have an important activity,” “find‍[ing] something that will give us hope,” “shaking our lives free of the boredom and apathy to which we succumbed,” “having the satisfaction of flouting prison rules,” “experiencing solidarity,” “offering us the illusion of some free will,” “being happy that they were incapable of catching us, to punish us” (Constante 2013, 119). She describes the entire act of trying to send a message to other inmates on a piece of paper or piece of cloth: everyone in the communal cell was involved in the preparations, and taking an active role in doing something significantly changed the general mood, even if it was clandestine, and even if it warranted drastic punishment: “We were giving ourselves the luxury of a few days full of excitement. The pleasure of expectation. The joy of success” (Constante 2013, 125).
 
            Many female detainees chose to get involved in prison life by interacting and forming relationships as the key to physical and mental survival. For instance, Berindei’s memoirs speak about a wealth of human relationships. Not only is she able to recall the full names and personal histories of many inmates, but her knowledge also extends to the lives of former detainees and their families after prison. She constructed her forms of self-expression around her conscious determination to focus on the positive relationships that made her survival and that of her daughter possible. In her autobiographical narrative, she demonstrates gratitude for all the help and kindness she received in prison, from the other inmates and even from guards. Two family relationships completely changed the dynamics of her life in prison: the presence of her mother in another cell and the existence of her daughter. She became aware of her pregnancy during her first year in prison and, despite her repeated requests, was given no medical assistance at any stage of the pregnancy. As her mother was also an inmate in the same prison and Berindei had the opportunity to see her through her window during rounds, the author made it a rule to always smile and to hold her skirt tight around herself with her hands, so as not to let her mother notice how much weight she had lost. Her private world was sustained by the mother-daughter relationship: she was always concerned about her mother’s health and spent her energy trying to find solutions to send positive messages about her growing baby. The other detainees were supportive during her pregnancy – they allowed her to eat larger portions of their incredibly low-calorie diet; they also helped her during the birth of her daughter and to raise the child in her first eleven months of life. She preferred to remember the birth of her daughter as a moment when she had the required human support: not only did the midwife do all that she could under the circumstances, but one of the political officers assigned to supervise her – to keep her from trying to send a secret message to the outside world – helped her by using his hand to support her foot during birth. One guard indirectly allowed her to see her mother when he assigned her to floor-mopping duty in the corridors; others informed her that her husband was the one who would come to take her daughter, as it had become impossible to feed the baby in prison and the thought of having her child put in an orphanage was a constant threat. Without a doubt, her inner, private world was grounded in the relational self.
 
            Relational privacy manifested itself in the strict separation that prisoners upheld between their prison experiences and their former lives. For some detainees, the thought of those waiting outside for them to be released was the core of their strength, but, more commonly, those subjected to physical and psychological abuse chose to separate the two worlds in the same manner of the divided self: the person who suffered torture, humiliation, and starvation there, in prison, was not the same person as the one who had a family and friends, who was cherished and loved in the outside world. Constante writes that some detainees imposed very rigid borders between their former lives outside prison and the lives they led inside, refusing to share their private, outside-prison-world feelings or their inner, private, cherished memories with the other inmates. Their mental strength and private worlds were built on their relational self, on their previous relational knowledge of the outside world. This strength could also transform very quickly into a weakness, as their worries about their loved ones eroded their inner strength (Constante 2013, 62).
 
            One of the main things motivating former detainees to give testimony is getting justice for those who were silenced in the past, and the background to this motivation is shared trauma. Constante and many other former detainees wrote their prison memoirs to testify about the suffering they shared and to celebrate the relationships between the detainees. They were their cellmates’ first empathetic listeners or, in Gilmore’s words, “adequate witnesses” – those who “receive testimony without deforming it by doubt” (2017, 5). The core of their narratives is their shared experience of trauma, resilience, and agency in Romanian communist prisons. Their shared experiences are the “holding environment” (Gilmore 2017, 5) that makes forms of autobiographical self-expression possible in the first place. The most cherished gift of the testimonial narrative – of communicative agency – becomes that of giving a voice to the regime’s victims, offering them narrative power by retroactively empowering them, elevating them from the status of victims.
 
            Some autobiographical writings focus on the prison experience as the core of revealing the self to the others; others discuss the years pre- and post-prison, sketching out the narrator’s entire life path and reading the prison experience as one part of personal – in some cases spiritual – development. The process of reflecting on the transformations that take place in the autobiographical narrative also brings self-awareness into the discussion, both during the years of imprisonment and after release. Shocked by their arrest and by their brutal interrogations, many detainees found themselves unable to cope with their imprisonment and its full significance; they did not have the time or the energy to become aware of their situation. Berindei describes the shocking moment when she fully recognized that she was a detainee. She had already been in prison for what seemed like a long time when she was asked by an inmate what her name was and found herself in the position of having to define her identity. The questions that referred to her identity brought her close to her status as a detainee: “I realized the gravity of the situation, that I was at Jilava, that they had not released me… I cried out… until I sensed that I had cooled off” (Berindei 2017, 135). The second shocking state of self-awareness is caused by encounters with the outside world, and for some detainees who spent years in isolation cells, the change in their circumstances and being placed in a communal cell led to the same shattering experience of having to position themselves in a different world, the rules of which they had almost forgotten. Constante describes in detail her efforts to position herself and keep her inner balance when, after eight years spent in solitary confinement, she suddenly found herself surrounded by other human beings. The presence of others reduced the sense of privacy she had created and inevitably challenged her autobiographical narrative: “For years I have fought to escape the bars of my window cell. Now I am fighting to go behind them again. To feel the way I did in my old cell […]” (Constante 2013, 26). Zamfirescu writes about self-awareness by describing the shock she feels when returning home – to a world that has nothing in common with her memories and her experiences. She cannot self-identify or fully return to the life and the society that she has left behind. Imprisonment deeply challenged and changed forms of self-expression and patterns of privacy, and autobiographical writing itself completes this process as a developed form of self-performance.
 
            The literature analyzed in this chapter shows that various forms of agency and the privacy of the self directly and powerfully reject the victimization paradigm as the narratively expressed opposition to allowing oneself to be victimized by past experiences. During the years they spent in prison, the main form of agency practiced by detainees was opposition to the regime’s representatives, which could take various forms: from learning Morse code to not publicly revealing the personal suffering endured during torture or when being subjected to humiliating repressive methods. As a medium of communicative agency, life writing can extend personal agency. The distinction between the three narrative voices when traumatic memories are recounted and the interplay between them, as well as autobiography viewed as a discourse of agency and self-privacy, reveal the various ways in which the relationship between memory and narrative can develop in the context of autobiographical writing dealing with abusive regimes of power. When reading autobiographical works, careful attention must be paid to the interplay between the voices of author, narrator, and protagonist, which are not always the same thing. This is also a sign that can indicate the presence of trauma. Whose voice do we hear? And how does the autobiographical narrative unfold? As Georgescu-Cosmovici’s case indicates, some of the life writing that deals with trauma includes a variation on narrative engagement. Various parts of an autobiographical account can be less detailed or can be included in a fragmentary way and with a feeling of urgency, revealing the repetitive character of trauma. The traumatic event seems to be taking place while the book is being read. The protagonist is back there, caught in the midst of the trauma, with no escape route. The author cannot fully apprehend or confine the trauma and, as in Georgescu-Cosmovici’s case, she is therefore protecting herself by accepting and resignifying the artificial separation introduced by the trauma itself. The narrator can also participate in creating the autobiographical story, acting as a mediator, especially when the author enters or leaves the realms of trauma or as the author slowly regains control over her narrative.
 
            The stages of self-narration in relation to trauma and privacy indicate that narrative performativity in autobiographical writing can be the result of negotiation between the author, narrator, and protagonist. Life writing volumes testifying to prison experiences assume self-narration that, more often than not, demonstrates various levels of primacy and subordination between the narrative voices. Furthermore, the presence of trauma, communicative agency, and explorations of privacy in forms of self-expression are negotiated at this level. When a form of agency is acknowledged, resulting in the construction of the privacy of the self, the three voices tend to be reunited in a relationship of near-complete identity. The way that these three voices are tuned reveals how self-narration in life writing transforms through narrative performativity and how it is carried out in the process of dealing with a traumatic past.
 
           
        
 
      
       
         
          5 Knowing the Past: Ana Blandiana and Privacy as Shared Agency
 
        
 
         
          This chapter discusses the private/public dichotomy by addressing the entanglement between public image and self-narration in life writing. The delayed or even failed process of justice in the transition years increased the number of private initiatives calling for and promoting the disclosure of the past and public remembrance. The first part of this chapter identifies the main directions taken by the Romanian judiciary during the transition years, civil society’s call for knowledge and understanding of the past, and the personal initiatives that finally materialized through organizational forms. The second part explores the impact that abusive regimes of power had on the individual’s public image and self-expression in relation to privacy. Ana Blandiana, one of Romania’s most esteemed intellectuals, is also one of its most active promoters of lustration and of understanding the former communist regime’s tactics of control and manipulation. Subjected to various strategies of surveillance and manipulation, and various prohibitions and interdictions, she became a symbol of resistance and opposition due to her poems, which, through allusion and metaphor, spoke to ordinary people about the depravity of the communist regime. Her autobiographical volume reveals her attempts to understand the communist regime’s tactics of dominance and the intertwined histories of private lives and public images.
 
          The freedom to speak about past abuses and to research Romania’s communist past, as well as the opening of the communist regime’s archives and the public condemnation of the crimes of communism, have created a master narrative about past traumas and a criminal regime of power. Despite the reluctance of the political class to deal with the past, various private and public initiatives have helped to create a space of memory for the narratives of victims of the communist regime, have supported the investigation of the communist past, and have laid the foundations for the intergenerational transmission of memory (Mitroiu 2016). Some of the main promoters of investigations into the past and political and social lustration have in fact been victims and/or opponents of the former communist regime. During the post-communist transition years, they actively campaigned for justice and for the investigation of the past. Due to the former political class’s influence and grip on power, the public image of these activists was subject to slanderous campaigns, especially in the transitional years, intended to destroy their public credibility and to eliminate them as potential political opponents.
 
          Two major female figures gained considerable public support due to their previous activities fighting the communist regime and their civic involvement in the first decade after 1989: Ana Blandiana and Doina Cornea. They both inspired admiration and collective support at unprecedented levels. Their public image has its roots in their opposition to the communist regime. However, they were both victims of extremely virulent slander campaigns; defamatory statements targeted their private spheres, even after what was considered to be the end of the communist regime in Romania. Both Blandiana and Cornea had the support of a significant segment of post-communist civil society in the years following the events of 1989. Therefore, a large part of the political class, consisting mainly of former members of the communist nomenklatura, view the public’s appreciation of their high moral standards and great dignity, and their considerable influence in the public sphere as a potential threat. Advocating for lustration and free elections, and openly defying the political heirs and beneficiaries of the communist regime, they were targeted by the politically controlled media, which aimed to debase and denigrate their public image (Cesereanu 2011). Despite the support of civil society, they were both subjected to public defamation campaigns that targeted aspects of their private lives and their personal relationships. It is within this context that this chapter will ask how life writing renders the private self visible years after the abusive regime of power has intruded so violently into the private sphere. It also asks how the dynamics of the private self are influenced by previous experiences fraught with political abuse and manipulation.
 
          Ana Blandiana’s autobiographical volume illustrates how she personally reworked the private/public dichotomy and the performativity of the remembrance process. My analysis demonstrates how she reappropriates the public arena through her personal construction of and commitment to civic actions by exercising shared agency. Moreover, it shows how the realms of privacy portrayed in autobiographical writing become wrapped in multiple layers of public performance. Assuming responsibility for how the past is evaluated and interpreted manifests as a personal involvement in constructing spaces of memory where it is possible for multiple victims of the regime to deal with the burden of an abusive and traumatic past. Through public involvement and self-expression, agency surpasses the individual level and expands to include shared and collective agency. It thus becomes possible for victims to express their personal trauma in a dedicated public space. The result exceeds the sum of private, individual actions, taking the form of collective spaces of memory.
 
          
            5.1 Transitional justice and “memory as truth”
 
            Remembering and addressing past wrongs and seeking justice for the victims of abusive political regimes are part of the individual and collective process of coming to terms with the past. In this context, transitional justice  (Stan 2008; 2013), which supposedly had the support of the new political class and post-communist state, focused on delivering justice by prosecuting and punishing former perpetrators. It pursued complementary aims: to disclose the truth about past wrongs, to ensure victims’ right to knowledge of the past, to grant reparations to the victims, and to ensure that former representatives of the state who committed crimes while in positions of power would not continue to occupy similar positions in the future (Halmai 2007). Despite great and prolonged reluctance on the part of the Romanian political class, mechanisms of justice have been established, such as the public disclosure of the identities of former Securitate agents, the granting of access to secret files, court trials prosecuting communist officers, and a presidential truth commission, followed by the public condemnation of the communist past in the Romanian Parliament in 2006. The National Council for the Study of the Securitate Archives was founded in 2000 to facilitate citizens’ access to the Securitate’s secret files and to provide information about the involvement of various informers, collaborators, undercover agents, and political figures who wished to occupy official or governmental positions with the communist political police. Access to official documents in the National Archive and Securitate files is granted pursuant to Law 187/1999, which permits Romanians access to their own Securitate files and stipulates that any collaboration between the Securitate and people who wish to embark upon a diplomatic or official career must be made public; and to Law 293/2008, which clarifies some aspects that were previously used to block the activities of the National Council for Studying the Securitate Archives (CNSAS). After the failure to implement a lustration law (Grosescu 2007) and the absence of juridical measures targeting the known perpetrators of the communist regime, one of the most hotly debated topics related to the process of reckoning with the past has been collaboration with the regime. Those who were members of the communist regime apparatus clearly evaded justice, and the main scapegoats identified by the mass media were ordinary people who – under pressure, and subjected to blackmail or promised various advantages, such as permission to travel abroad or career advancement – collaborated with the Securitate (Deletant 2001). For example, Alexandru Vișinescu, the former director of Râmnicu Sărat prison (1956 – 1963) was prosecuted and condemned to twenty years in prison for his crimes as late as in 2015.
 
            In the final decades of the communist regime, Romanian society was dominated by suspicion and distrust, as everyone tended to suspect that everyone else was an informer, but one never knew who was really going to report one’s private conversations, daily life events, and the like. Many of those who accessed their files were shocked to find out that, besides the suspected informer, even their close friends had betrayed their trust. The hunt for scapegoats that dominated Romanian society after access to the Securitate files was finally granted was shocking due to its virulence and the nature of the information that was revealed (Ursachi 2015). Despite these attempts to clarify the past, a general feeling that it had been an “unfinished revolution” (Mark 2010) together with the general opinion that justice remained unfulfilled has continued to dominate the process of coming to terms with the past. Truth about the events, and their implications and former perpetrators, as well as justice for the victims, have still only been addressed in theory.
 
            The lack of a public agenda regarding the communist past, which might have encouraged discussions, as well as the inadequate legal framework in place in the years immediately after 1989 have given rise to alternative forms of dealing with the past through non-governmental action. The Romanian political class was clearly unprepared for the collective effort to analyze and reconcile with the past. In the face of reluctance on the part of the political class to deal with the communist legacy and to provide viable justice mechanisms to address past wrongs, it has largely been personal initiatives that have helped to disclose the past by creating spaces of memory where it has been possible to hear victims’ testimony empathetically and actively. Through her involvement in the creation of public spaces of memory and remembrance, Ana Blandiana diligently promoted her credo that, when justice fails as a form of memory, memory alone can be a form of justice. Blandiana became highly active in raising civil society’s awareness of the abuses of the communist regime and in campaigning for lustration and democratic values immediately after the events of 1989. She was the cofounder of the Fundaţia Academia Civică (Civic Academy Foundation) and the Memorialul Victimelor Comunismului şi Rezistenţei (Sighet Communist Victims and Resistance Memorial). Inaugurated in 1997 in the former prison in which Romanian interwar politicians were subjected to extermination imprisonment and lost their lives, the Sighet Memorial has been a pioneering organization in promoting research into and support for the testimony of the victims of the communist regime in post-totalitarian Romanian society, providing the necessary space for traumatic narratives of the past and encouraging public testimony and the inclusion of those stories in records of collective memory to this day. Moreover, through its various campaigns, the memorial fosters the intergenerational transmission of memory and knowledge, enabling younger generations to access previously unknown histories of Romania’s communist past (Hariuc and Mitroiu 2019).
 
            Blandiana, a writer and activist, achieved public renown during the communist period due to her poems that indirectly spoke to Romanian readers about the regime’s abuses, its leaders, and the deprivations that ordinary people faced. Her works were repeatedly banned, as they were found to contain criticism of the regime and its supreme leader Nicolae Ceauşescu. Nevertheless, her poems continued to inspire her readers throughout the years, and her public image is that of “the leading Bucharest-based intellectual authoring verses with hidden meanings” (Petrescu 2014, 94). In communist Romania, poetry became a tool used by authors to convey encrypted messages alluding to prohibited topics and the squalor of everyday life. For instance, in the poem “Cruciada copiilor” (“The Children’s Crusade”) – published in 1985, but immediately banned, as the author herself was banned – Blandiana points to the communist regime’s prohibition against abortion. Her poem describes an entire nation forced to be born, an entire nation that continues to march through its mothers’ tortured bodies and blood (Blandiana 2019; Gasaway and Lynne 2018). Her 1988 poetry volume Events On My Street (Întâmplări de pe strada mea) sold extremely well, but it was promptly banned by the regime. It describes the adventures of Arpagic, a tomcat that readers could easily associate with the communist dictator (Blandiana 2013). The poems were read as criticism of the communist regime, and ordinary people memorized them and copied them by hand as a form of resistance to the regime’s absurdity and permanent control. In her 2013 autobiography, Blandiana recalls that, when meeting her, people would silently place their hand over their breast pocket, quietly revealing their solidarity with her as they carried around hand-written copies of her poems.
 
            Blandiana’s autobiography False Treatise of Manipulation (Fals tratat de manipulare) was published in 2013 by Humanitas – one of Romania’s most renowned publishing houses – and was distributed throughout the nation. It includes her memories and thoughts on the communist and transitional periods in short essays on various topics, which are connected by their “associative arguments” (Blandiana 2013, 5). In the very first lines, the author states that her autobiography has been determined by her need to gain understanding, and the volume does not represent a chronological bid to narrate a life story, but rather an attempt to use idea associations to create a life story through the painstaking exercise of trying to understand the past (Mitroiu 2020). The title of the volume alludes to her perception of the past as something that interweaves personal experiences and memories with an overview of the external forces that directly or indirectly dictated the course of events and, in many cases – especially in the context of a dictatorship – the individual’s response to the events.
 
            Turning the self into the object of study, Blandiana investigates the impact of the Romanian communist regime on everyday life, its manipulation tactics, and its long-lasting effects. It is a personal quest for “memory as truth” that also searches for answers and an understanding of her personal condition and evolution. Using “memories as arguments” (Blandiana 2013, 5), she fights to overcome the limiting paradigms of post-communism by providing a deep understanding of the communist regime and its social and political effects on Romanian society (Blandiana 2013, 7). According to the author, forgiveness with or without forgetting is irrelevant; what really matters is understanding the causes and intricate structures that made the regime possible by revealing all its mechanisms (Blandiana 2013, 260). The main motivation for this autobiographical quest is to comprehend the self and the personal evolution triggered by her own confrontation with external political events and manipulative strategies: “I did not write this book to share the truth that I have, but to find a truth that I need. Its purpose is not to cover, but to discover something. Namely, my answers to questions I keep asking myself about my condition and evolution” (Blandiana 2013, 7). She acknowledges that self-exploration is difficult since the process itself consists of publicly exposing unknown layers of the self, thus weakening the borders of privacy. The author states that this is the first of her books written without joy,
 
             
              even with a sort of resentment born from the obligation to write it. An obligation I am humiliated by, as much as I am humiliated by the obligation to subject myself to medical investigation when I am not feeling well. Like in medicine, I have to expose myself, I have to accept being investigated […], and then I have to anxiously wait for the results. (Blandiana 2013, 7)
 
            
 
            This reluctance to present parts of the private self in public is connected to the surveillance practiced for so many years by the Romanian secret police. Constant surveillance led to the emergence of various evasion tactics that were employed by the majority of the population. Even during private conversations in private milieus such as the family home, many Romanian people who had sound or even imagined reason to expect they might be subject to active surveillance would take countermeasures: playing loud music, covering their phones with their pillows as they suspected them of being “bugged,” etc. Private issues could become public evidence used to prove someone’s guilt when dealing with the communist regime. The fact that collaboration with the regime was practiced on such a large scale did not help either. Access to the Securitate’s secret files post-1989 revealed a far more widely spread practice than imagined; informative memos were often written by one’s colleagues, friends, or acquaintances, and entire networks of collaborators were utilized when a person aroused the Securitate’s interest for whatever reason. For instance, Katherine Verdery, an American scholar conducting research in Romania in the 1970s and 1980s, was targeted by the Securitate on suspicion of espionage. Verdery writes about the emotions and thoughts she had while browsing her sizeable dossier, and about the feeling that “the Securitate knew absolutely everything,” down to her “most intimate thoughts” (Verdery 2018, 11). When someone spends their entire life under communism – practicing dissimulation, hiding tactics, and closely guarding the small realm of privacy that has been left outside the regime’s control – revealing oneself in public is a difficult and even unnatural process, especially as it is founded on public trust and transparency, which had been all but abolished by the practices of that period.
 
            After the events of 1989, Blandiana devoted herself to creating public spaces of shared agency by carrying out political campaigns and advocating for a lustration law that would prevent those who had been politically involved with the communist regime from continuing their influence and dominance during the transition years. She recalls the active role that she took in calling for and promoting change: press conferences, organizing and participating in political rallies, international reunions, interviews, etc. She perceived the period of transition from communism to democracy as one characterized by the multiplication of discourses and alliances: “how simple it was back then to protect myself from my enemies, and how difficult it is now to distinguish them from my friends” (Blandiana 2013, 8). She equally condemned the aggressive discourse of those fighting to maintain their political power, and the insults and slander proliferated by the mass media: “I thought that it was impossible for them to touch me or hurt me and that no one could possibly believe them. […] After years of unstoppable attempts to soil my reputation, I began to understand that I was not indestructible, that I could be dissolved by dirt” (Blandiana 2013, 9).
 
            When writing about the multiple methods used by the communist regime to turn ordinary people into collaborators, she argues in favor of reading the personal past, emphasizing personal experiences, and judging people not as a mass, but as individuals subjected to the regime’s manipulative tactics. In spite of years of prohibition and humiliation during the communist regime, and despite the political manipulation and public insults delivered by the former communist political class, Blandiana insists that each person has the opportunity to effect change by learning to understand in depth the effects of the regime’s mechanisms of manipulation and ideology on personal destiny. She describes her own view of the communist past as that of “an ignoble world, soiled by humiliations, attacks, pains, and complicities, where the only hope was to find a kernel of light in others, however small and dim” (Blandiana 2013, 8). She identifies communicative agency under the communist regime, shared agency following the regime, and the addressing of the communist past as viable solutions for confronting the regime’s long-lasting effects on Romanian society as a whole.
 
           
          
            5.2 Worlds of privacy: Constructions and forms of resistance
 
            Blandiana’s life writing demonstrates the connection between what she sensed as an attack on her relational self carried out by the communist regime and her response to it in the form of creating and encouraging public spaces of memory where testimony is possible and that cultivate the relationship between testifier and empathetic listener. Her volume suggests that her childhood trauma related to her father’s imprisonment grounded her public activity and involvement as an agent of memory in the process of “reconstructing collective memory” (Blandiana 2013, 103). Her personal experiences of the communist regime’s abuses are linked to clashes between her family members and the regime. Her father was imprisoned because of his activity as a priest, albeit on a false charge, something that had a deep impact on her childhood. She was labeled by the regime as someone with “unhealthy origins” and was repeatedly denied permission to study at university. Her father’s untold experience of the communist regime’s prisons was the backdrop to her significant civic engagement and involvement in revealing the trauma of the victims of communist prisons. She has called for this traumatic past to be exposed and for it be offered a viable space (e. g., the Sighet Memorial) where survivors can give testimony about the abuses inflicted on them.
 
            It is not surprising that the author places the notion of manipulation at the heart of her autobiographical survey. Her private construction of the self was a response to the communist regime’s assault on her private life, targeting its interhuman relations; the relational self is thus at the center of Blandiana’s life writing. The memory of her childhood trauma is revealed as a focal point for her private life and public image, which coincide in this case and at this level. The regime’s manipulation tactics that aimed to affect her relationship with her father were the first form of violation that she experienced in the realm of the relational self. Her sense of guilt and responsibility for the arrest of her father, which was when she experienced the regime’s tactics of manipulation and oppression for the first time, has haunted her ever since. She was a little girl when her father was arrested after an investigation involving a house search. When the policemen (miliṭieni) sent her father to find another individual to act as a witness to their actions as required by protocol, he silently indicated that she was to stay in the house with the policemen. Terrified, she followed him. For hours following their return, the policemen continued their search and, after tearing apart the family’s belongings, victoriously declared that they had “found” a handgun in the girl’s toy drawer. The gun – an illegal item during communism – had been planted there by the corrupt police when the family had left the house as they needed a reason to arrest the father. The effect was devastating for both the little girl and her mother, who only returned home long after the man’s arrest:
 
             
              Once I understood, or believed that I understood, the mechanism of the disaster built on my guilt, I surrendered myself to an endless bout of crying, so violent that it seemed to break me into pieces […]. But this was not the end. Months after that, even after my father returned, I would still wake up at night screaming and crying, because I was repeatedly dreaming about that scene where I knew I should have stayed in the house with the Securitate men but didn’t have the courage, and I would feel guilty for everything that happened, again and again… (Blandiana 2013, 16)
 
            
 
            Although her autobiographical narrative does not explore her personal guilt and feelings of remorse any further, this episode left an indelible mark on her life story and on the way that she conducts her autobiographical exploration. She defines herself as the daughter of her father’s unspoken pains, providing one of the main reasons for her efforts to preserve the memory of the regime’s victims. One of her deepest regrets is related to the fact that her father died at only forty-nine years of age, following an absurd domestic accident that took place very shortly after his return from prison. He died “before he could talk” (Blandiana 2013, 26; emphasis in original), before he could tell her not only about what he had been through during his years in prison but also about his general life experiences, and long before they had the chance to build and develop a father-daughter relationship. His death left her with countless questions as, before his arrest, she was “too young to ask him anything or to understand the answers” (Blandiana 2013, 26). The communist regime deprived her family of the opportunity to transmit its memory and knowledge to her. She has testified about this loss that she experienced in her private life and combatted this absence by creating spaces of memory for others in order to ensure the transgenerational transmission of memory and knowledge. Motivated by her father’s absence, Blandiana has fought for and has been closely involved in developing a memorial dedicated to the victims of the communist regime, “an institution that is trying to annihilate one of the most important victories of communism: the creation of a human being deprived of memory” (Blandiana 2013, 350). She believes that allowing the regime’s victims to exercise their communicative agency, to testify about past abuses and traumas, is a moral duty in the establishment of collective, shared agency.
 
            Following her father’s criminal conviction, which was also mentioned in her personal dossier, Blandiana was repeatedly denied the opportunity to sit the admission exams for university, as her personal file contained proof of her “unhealthy” origins. After her literary debut at the age of just eighteen and her father’s second arrest, her poems were banned, and various Romanian magazines were notified about the ban on publishing her works. That same year, she met her future life partner, Romulus Rusan, and she was shocked by the way that some people would interfere and voice their opposition to their potential marriage, arguing that her “unhealthy origins” would ruin her partner’s career (Blandiana 2013, 50 – 54). This is the second private aspect related to the relational self that is revealed in her life writing. It also shows the extent of the regime’s influence and attempts to control private aspects of people’s lives, over which the regime extended its command by constantly targeting relational privacy.
 
            During the long years of communism, Blandiana and her husband tried to escape the regime’s control and domination by temporarily retreating closer to nature, to the village of Comana, where they were able to find some peace and quiet. Having established extremely good relations with the locals, she was then shocked by the malleability and cooperation shown by the people there, who proved to be easily manipulated in the years following the events of 1989. When she became active in civil society and started campaigning for lustration and free elections, she became the victim of a toxic media campaign against her, conducted by the former communist nomenklatura, former Securitate apparatus members, and supporters of the communist regime who wished to maintain their previous hold on power. Her former village friends and supporters turned against her. The media campaign easily succeeded where the previous communist regime’s manipulation had failed. Blandiana writes that she was impressed not so much by the manipulation itself but by its “promptitude and efficiency,” as it really “managed in only a few days to completely change” interhuman relations (Blandiana 2013, 78). Even if the regime had changed, at least formally, the continued presence of the former nomenklatura in positions of influence and power led to intense campaigns of denigration against those seen to be challenging its position and authority. The relational self and privacy were again targeted by multiple attempts to change and manipulate what seemed to be strong interhuman relationships forged over time and with significant effort. Blandiana has not yet addressed how she personally reacted when confronted with her distorted public image post-1989 and the challenges posed by the intrusion of others into her personal relationships in an environment that she had previously regarded as familial and therefore private.
 
            Other aspects of the relational self are revealed in her deliberations on and memories of her relationships with the members of the literary and cultural scene. Her thoughts about her literary career and her publishing experiences – the success of her poems along with the censorship and abusive editorial modifications, the periods when her writings were banned, and her attempts to elude the bans, etc. – depict a world dominated by the control of the Securitate and its repeated attempts to break social bonds, to manipulate, and to produce and attract collaborators. The details of everyday life and various intrigues were used to create animosity and to undermine human relations. Mistrust, suspicion, and a lack of civil engagement, which were the outcomes of the Securitate’ tactics, operated in a vicious circle and thus powerfully socially isolated the victims of the regime’s abuse. Blandiana recounts her personal anguish when confronted with the regime’s effects on human solidarity and on civic participation: “it was not only the absurdity, the lack of logic […] that made me tremble with anger and made me unable to stop crying but also the fact that none of the people who were there protested […]. How could they be quiet and how much of an excuse could that context of general fear be?” (Blandiana 2013, 54). She considers solitude (in the form of loneliness and isolation) as a writer’s inherent condition but depicts and deplores the tactics used by the regime to assure that solidarity (as empathy and rendering collective suffering visible through writing) was not practiced at any level. Tactics took the form of “breaking the entourage” by creating and encouraging suspicion and inference in others’ lives and traumas (Blandiana 2013, 87).
 
            Blandiana associates her first volume of poetry with a sad memory as, after four years of a complete ban on her works, she was confronted with communist censorship. The regime, through its representatives, had no problem rewriting entire pieces in a form that would be suitable for publication. Blandiana recounts the shocking experience of seeing her volume completely altered: “With missing stanzas, with added lines, with so many replaced words that it was only with great difficulty that I was able to reshape the original in my mind […]” (Blandiana 2013, 8). As a poet trying to publish her works, Blandiana confesses that she focused on two different directions: evading censorship – the equivalent of rejecting publication – and avoiding giving off the false impression that there was no censorship, that writers and poets were free to publish their works, or even that their published works were always proof of their collaboration with the communist regime:
 
             
              I said NO, without hoping to change the world, merely refusing to change myself when the world asked for it. The courage to utter even insignificant truths was seen as a crime or as an act of heroism […], writing was the field where you could resist by yourself. This loneliness turned into a political act not because of me, but because of the bans. I was known as the author of my silences as much as I was known as the author of my texts, which transformed me from a lonely writer into an opinion leader. (Blandiana 2013, 348)
 
            
 
            Poetry became the space where personal and communicative agency as well as acts of opposition became possible: the words, their presence, and their absence testified to people’s lives under the communist regime and to the regime’s abuses. Confronted with her increasing popularity as a public figure and with the palpable threat that Blandiana’s life might become a model that would continue to inspire others to resist or elude the regime in various ways, the Securitate used tactics of intimidation, disinformation, and manipulation, including spreading rumors about her being killed, leaving the country, and collaborating with the regime. The publishing bans, the permanent surveillance, and the absurdity of the communist world that provided limited or non-existent possibilities for self-expression induced a deep feeling of alienation:
 
             
              I felt the alienation […] when walking in my own city, in my own neighborhood, on my own street… […]. But how was it possible for me to have that feeling of home anymore when we couldn’t speak up in our own house for fear the Securitate would listen in from the car parked out front or by using the microphone hidden in our phone? When whoever I’d met (the friendlier, the more suspect) could go to them and tell them every word I’d said? (Blandiana 2013, 324 – 325)
 
            
 
            Because interhuman relations were deeply affected by the regime’s influence and manipulation, and as relational privacy became the subject of extensive surveillance, Blandiana resigned herself to developing symbolic connections with her readers through her poems. She kept the relational self at the center of her privacy and constructed her privacy of the self through conscious acts of forging allusive connections and finding proof of her readers’ identification with her poems and their disagreement with the regime’s practices. Her poems, with their inspirational power, were one of her most cherished assets. In various situations, she experienced the joy of finding out that ordinary people read and cherished her poems, and this encouraged her when she was confronted with the regime’s absurdity. For instance, she narrates a strange episode relating to the mandatory registration of typewriters. According to a decree adopted by the State Council on March 28, 1983, regulating the use of copying and typewriting machines, Romanian writers were forced to reregister their typewriters each year and take them to a police station, where each writer had to type three sample pages. This provided the Securitate with evidence of how all existing or declared typewriters typed and allowed it to take appropriate action in the event that any “subversive” documents emerged. Refusals to declare a typewriter were punishable, and tip-offs to the police by informants were always a possibility. It was absolutely humiliating for writers to wait in line carrying their heavy typewriters and to be forced to copy rows of random letters. Blandiana recalls an episode where they asked her to report to another office while waiting to register her typewriter. This kind of request usually had negative consequences, and she feared a possible arrest. Instead, the officers who had summoned her confessed that they cherished her poems and kept them close to their hearts. They, part of the regime apparatus, defined the repressive regime as something strange to them that was forced upon them by others. “What did they do to you?”, one of the officers asked her, and despite the fact that she thought it peculiar to see those who were part of the regime speaking about it as if it were something foreign to them, she was moved by their attention and their declarations, writing about “the encouragement that the strange scene from the police station offered me” (Blandiana 2013, 323; emphasis in original). Even though the responsibility for the regime’s existence was not even contemplated by those who directly contributed to this state of affairs, poetic language created communicative agency as a means of theoretically dissociating from the regime and constructed self-privacy through the relational self.
 
           
          
            5.3 Self-expression and public image
 
            Besides the significant value of personal testimonials, Blandiana’s autobiographical volume includes insightful references to the difficulties of self-narration and her personal struggle to negotiate the boundary between the public and the private self. She defines the outer world not as a temptation but as something that generated guilt. Her biographical narrative was publicly constructed by others, but she her actions helped to maintain this narrative. In her autobiographical volume, Blandiana reflects on the role she played in this biographical construction and the challenge of rewriting or redefining this narrative: “I placed myself inside the wall and began to build it around myself,” while the act of autobiographical writing “could destroy a part of this wall” (Blandiana 2013, 69), revealing parts of the self and partially destroying her past work of self-presentation. Blandiana implies that, in the mixture between the public and the private self, writing renders visible fragments of the private self. At the same time, she suggests that the line separating the world and the private self, the boundary where the public image is constructed and revealed, is not merely external but contains parts of the private self. She sheds light on the complex process of self-narration, as the performance of public narrative includes fragments of privacy revealed in a conscious process. Blandiana writes about the personal difficulty of exposing the private as something inherited, a quality also shared by her mother, whom Blandiana describes as a very proud person with an exaggerated sense of dignity: “although she was very communicative, she did not like to talk about herself, as she regarded her defeats and victories as equally humiliating” (Blandiana 2013, 176). In this context she interprets the process of rendering visible the private self as a form of public humiliation. She was taught to associate public modesty with personal dignity.
 
            Asking how the relationship between privacy and the public self can be explored in this case, this chapter reveals several levels where self-privacy functions as active engagement and construction in the face of the regime’s attempts to intrude into private life. The extensive surveillance practiced by the Securitate during the communist regime and the related tactics that continued during the transition years determined personal patterns of privacy and limited the private sphere. The question of what remains private indicates that there was a permanent struggle with the intrusive regime. Privacy was the result of this relationship of power and dominance established between the communist regime and individuals. One consequence of this was people’s reluctance to reveal private aspects of their lives through self-narration. Katherine Verdery captures the dilemma of revealing herself when dealing with the issue of past surveillance. In her volume about the experience of reading her file and recomposing her life through the Securitate’s lens, she tackles the predicament of narrating the self in life writing: “how much of my private life to reveal – a scruple my officers did not observe, as they festooned their pages about me with nearly-nude photographs, the names of lovers, and other intimate details […]. If the Securitate had no concept of privacy, what hope have I of retrieving any now?” (Verdery 2017, 11).
 
            Ordinary citizens were not usually under the Securitate’s surveillance. However, their actions could easily attract the authorities’ attention, with severe repercussions. The traumatic experiences, brutal oppression, and terror instilled during the first two decades of the communist regime in Romania and the pervasive presence of the Securitate in the public and private realms of life produced a collective fear and a suspicious state of mind that dominated every layer of Romanian society: “surveillance and scrutiny were on people’s minds” (Verdery 2017, 70). Alongside the reevaluation of the relational self in connection with privacy as a form of communicative agency in her poems of the communist period, the autobiographical exercise carried out in Blandiana’s volume reveals post-communist relational privacy to be an intimate construction based around her family connections, which she kept separate from the public sphere. Through her writing, she consolidates her public image and keeps her family memories and inner life away from the public eye, although she presents certain key moments and events from the past. She is also careful to protect the privacy of other family members. Her sister, for instance, is barely mentioned, and she never explores her relationship with her husband. The result is an autobiography of her public life with some significant references to her private self, which, through their inclusion, enrich and give nuance to the reader’s understanding of how her public image developed. Nevertheless, her family memories are brought to life with great intensity, which is why public interference in this privacy was extremely painful, as were the accusations that targeted her personally.
 
            She divides her life between a public image that functioned as a pillar of strength in times of need, acting as a grounding resource for personal resistance during communism, and carefully hidden layers of privacy woven around her family memories, which she invests with a sacred aura. For instance, when discussing the defamation campaign that targeted her after 1989, she insists on acknowledging the effects of the personal insults: “I gave more importance to the personal insults than to the public ones, although the former resonated only in my heart, while the latter reverberated, multiplying themselves at a social level” (Blandiana 2013, 334). She provides an example of a slanderous magazine article that used the tragic event of her father’s death as part of a fabricated web of lies to insult her. The injustice done to her father’s memory and the pain caused by his death still deeply affected her, more than fifteen years after the publication of that article.
 
            Blandiana’s volume blends family and personal memories with interpretations of public events, with the social and political component clearly dominating. Here, autobiography becomes a complex endeavor that adds new layers to collective memory and to the narrative of the past. Her writing focuses on generally understanding and processing the past; it surveys past events from a personal point of view, but always rises above the individual level and emphasizes the collective narrative of the past. Confronting the communist regime, its abusive control, and the permanent surveillance of both the public and the private spheres of life, Blandiana attempts to construct a separate micro-universe, where personal privacy is still possible, albeit reduced to a minimum; otherwise, she continuously opposes the regime’s intrusion into her privacy by means of her literary skills: “writing was the field where you could resist on your own” (Blandiana 2013, 348).
 
            She was affected by the regime’s interference into citizens’ private universes, but her sense of privacy did not undergo any significant changes. Her public self, the result of the regime’s abuses and the admiration of the people, was something constructed externally, without her direct control. The way she presented herself was dependent on the public image that was externally constructed during communism, shaken by slander during the transition years, but rebuilt through her efforts to preserve the memory of the regime’s past abuses and victims through shared agency. In accordance with her public image and personal involvement in the democratic efforts of civil society, her (public) self-referential writing presents her conscious understanding of past events and of her actions and involvement as an agent of memory.
 
            Blandiana’s autobiographical volume is one of the most remarkable pieces of life writing by a female Romanian writer who, through her civic involvement, has acted as a powerful agent of memory – notably influencing the register of collective memory dealing with the Romanian communist past. Several levels of self-expression play out in her autobiography, ranging from childhood memories to what it meant to be a writer and a poet in communist Romania. The impact of the regime of power on the process of rendering the self visible through life writing can be clearly identified in the changes and transformations suffered by the relational self and privacy. The regime’s control and surveillance, as well as its attempts to manipulate and attack her personal relationships, shifted Blandiana’s focus from everyday interactions to communicative agency, which she practiced in her poems and shared ideas. Her volume reveals how, by facing the regime’s abuses, she reworked her agency by using her poems to communicate her solidarity with other victims, whatever their social status, and, from the 1990s, by acting as agent of memory and creating spaces of memory.
 
           
        
 
      
       
         
          6 Everyday Communicative Responsibility: Privacy as Endurance
 
        
 
         
          Researchers of everyday life have underlined the agency of average individuals in the former communist states in East Central Europe, challenging previous narratives that emphasized the absolute power of political dictatorial regimes and the elites’ exclusive capacity to challenge regime policies. Everyday life has been explored in two main directions: consumption under abusive regimes of power, and nostalgic views of the past. In Romania’s case, accounts of everyday life provide detailed perspectives on the communist world. Without focusing on trauma, this narrative of everyday life is also often associated with nostalgia for the communist past, mainly in connection with late communism and communist memorabilia. Analyzing self-narration in life writing about everyday life under communism requires a close reading of the daily struggles and of the social absurdity created by the communist regime.
 
          The patriarchal representation of the ideal woman was socially constructed and transmitted from one generation to the other as the image of a woman able to do anything, to overcome any difficulty in her family’s private realm, from raising and educating her children to caring for her husband and the rest of her family members. The communist system extensively theorized principles of equality, offering women the opportunity to leave the private family space, but without taking any consistent action or enforcing policies in this respect. While Romanian communist society publicly promoted women’s rights and an egalitarian view, women’s social and cultural involvement was in fact quite low and their possibilities to fulfill their creative potential were few (Miroiu 2007). Women’s access to education improved, but in many individual cases, women were stopped from pursuing their educational endeavors by the very regime that was supposed to support them, due to their “unhealthy origins.” In order to fully consider women’s rights and their agency during communism, we must take into account mandatory gynecological checks, a lack of contraceptives, and the imposed duty to procreate. Women’s efforts and tactics to avoid the communist party-state’s family-planning politics have prompted some researchers to interpret illegal abortion as a form of dissent (Bucur-Deckard 2008), while others have tried to retroactively empower women, weakening women’s identification as victims of the regime (Florescu 2011).
 
          This chapter examines the ways in which Romanian women narrate their everyday lives and position themselves in relation to the generally accepted narrative of the past. It asks what exactly they reveal about their universe of self-constructed privacy in their life writing. Moreover, it investigates whether life writing about daily life during communism can reveal relevant connections between individual agency and privacy under abusive regimes of power. The first part presents the context of exploring everyday life and nostalgia in the former East Central European communist states, conducting a survey of previous research on women’s experiences of the Romanian communist regime. The second part provides an in-depth analysis of a number of life writings related to everyday life experiences that were published in post-communist Romania. This chapter focuses on the inclusion of women’s narratives in a number of Romanian volumes and on the topics and literary mechanisms used to mediate experiences of the past, discussing women’s agency and privacy as they are revealed in their autobiographical narratives. Privacy was restricted to the limited space of the family and the inner circle of friends. Self-narration seems to have been constructed around the survival strategies connected with consumption and daily material difficulties. However, by sharing information related to both the necessities of everyday life under communism and their status, and the roles assigned by the regime, authors constructed a different, private space based on an elaborate network of communication. Many accounts access the same realms of shared memory built around the adaptation mechanisms that were practiced in that period and acts of agency, whatever their limitations.
 
          
            6.1 The history of everyday life, agency, and nostalgia
 
            Studies of everyday life paint an intricate picture of the former communist states, including details about people’s lives and daily activities. These polyphonic narratives of the past include the implicit negotiations that took place between regimes and ordinary people in response to the limitations imposed. The state regulated all public elements of everyday life and extended its influence to the private domain: consumption, leisure time, and family practices. It also dictated the scope of pleasure – where, when, and how it could be obtained – the activities, agents, and consumer goods involved (Crowley and Reid 2002, 3). Besides the ordinary practices connected to the material environment and daily living conditions, the average person’s values and hopes were also monitored. They often clashed with the regime’s ideology, creating an extended area of adaptation mechanisms that were employed in order to avoid and evade regime control. Early analyses of everyday life in the former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and East Central European states were part of the shift toward examining social history from the bottom up, an approach that further explored the agency of ordinary people in facing abusive regimes of power and highlighting their tactics and the instruments they employed to accommodate, avoid, or resist regime-imposed limitations (Zakharova 2013, 210). Confronted with various constraints and limitations, ordinary people developed strategies and elaborate networks to resist the pressure of the political regimes of power. Although they were subject to political decisions that clearly victimized them, they did not always embrace the passivity and submission dictated by the regime as the only options possible. On the contrary: ordinary people often reacted to the imposed measures “by actively adapting to new situations, inventing tactics to avoid the political forces imposing themselves from above,” thereby exercising their limited agency through survival practices (Zakharova 2013, 211). Previous research has highlighted the role that average individuals played in negotiating and often eluding the regime’s regulations, and the arguments invoked in studies of everyday life converge to restore agency to ordinary people, citizens living under abusive regimes of power (Massino 2010).
 
            Research into everyday life exploring consumption – in terms of shortages and struggles to provide basic goods, as well as pleasures under socialism: indulgence and enjoyment, leisure and luxury – reveals a strong correlation between commodities and nostalgic views of the past. The findings also highlight the culture of shortages and the socialist regimes’ “dictatorship” over people’s needs (Osokina 2001; Hessler 2004; Luthar 2006). Various studies have taken this discussion even further by identifying the background and providing an overview of leisure and pleasure topics (Crowley and Reid 2010b; Scaboro, Mincyte, and Gille 2020), as well as by specifying the changes imposed by the Soviet-influenced regimes’ ideologies on the boundary between the private and the public spheres of life (Boym 1994; Crowley and Reid 2002). Analyses of pleasure and luxury emphasize the “subjective experience” and acknowledge a specific, albeit limited, individual agency (Crowley and Reid 2010b, 6). In this context, pleasure is associated with some degree of agency based on the individual’s potential and strategies to elude regime control. Although the regime controlled commodities and practices associated with pleasure and indulgence by means of regulations and limitations (legislation, tax regimes, and resources), ordinary citizens made use of elaborate networks to negotiate the limits imposed by the regime. They included the exchange of goods, cross-border traffic with “illegal supplies” – ranging from jewelry, food, clothes, and medicines, to Vespa scooters (Luthar 2006) – as well as the shadow economy and the black market, hoarding and rationing (Chelcea 2002) in what were known as underground worlds of commerce (Bren and Neuburger 2012, 5).
 
            Exploring the past through the lens of everyday life has brought into discussion ordinary people’s feelings of nostalgia for communism, and in the former USSR and former communist East Central European states, where communist regimes caused so much suffering, nostalgia has become a public, collective affair (Louyest and Roberts 2015; Mihelj 2017). Common sources of nostalgic attitudes have been identified, including the “merging of economic and social status after the transition,” the loss of employment, “pride in production,” security and stability, and the ambivalence of attitudes toward the communist past (Todorova 2010, 7). Researchers have suggested that people’s desire to invest their past lives with meaning and dignity is the main factor motivating their refusal to accept the status of “losers” or controlled subjects and to project a retroactive agency over their past lives and activities.
 
            Groundbreaking explorations of women’s narratives about the former Soviet-inspired regimes (Drakulić 1993) and various research studies have begun closely following “the symbiosis of gender and consumption” (Reid 2002, 213). Complex analyses of gender, lifestyle, and consumption in 1960s and 1970s Romania have argued that consumption played a significant role in articulating gender identities; moreover, that Romanian women “exercised agency and even resistance through consumer practices and demands” (Massino 2012, 227). However, further exploration of the historical framework is required, as due to its long history, the Romanian communist regime went through different phases, and the features identified for specific periods or geographical areas that have been used in specific analyses might be in fact have been the exception in the everyday lives of Romanian people under communism. Consequently, it might not be appropriate to generalize if we are to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the regime and its lost-lasting effects. For a brief period of time after Nicolae Ceauşescu came to power and relaxed the drastic rules previously imposed by Gheorghe-Gheorghiu Dej, the standard of living improved, and this included better access to consumer goods. However, a series of economic, political, and administrative factors led to Ceauşescu enforcing his idea of paying off Romania’s foreign debt without fully acknowledging the consequences for Romanian citizens – starvation and deprivation – which characterized the communist regime’s final decade in Romania. A large majority of the accounts of everyday life in communism concern the last two decades of the regime, late communism, revealing the reality of what ordinary people perceived to be the prosperous period (the 1970s) and the squalor of the last decade (the 1980s) of Ceauşescu’s regime.
 
           
          
            6.2 Shared narratives of everyday life
 
            Surveys of Romanian life writing dealing with daily life under communism expose the deep influence that the communist regime had on the experience of everyday life, as well as the mechanisms used by individuals to evade regime control. Alongside the life writing volumes that include references to daily life during communism as part of a larger portrait of life during communism, various anthologies bring together different people’s memories and stories of the past, offering detailed descriptions of everyday life in communist Romania, especially during the final two decades of the communist regime, by means of their cumulative character (Mitroiu 2018). The editors of these anthologies have focused on three main topics: the regime’s influence on everyday life, cultural consumption, and childhood memories. Some editorial initiatives – such as Ioana Pârvulescu’s anthology (2015) – have provided a more complex overview of everyday life under the communist regime, mixing individual narratives to offer a topical typology of the past. Some of the anthologies include chapters written by well-known women writers.
 
            In the following, I will present the anthologies that include women’s narratives to highlight the general trend in public memory discourse when it comes to examining the narratives of everyday life during late communism in Romania. The Pink Book of Communism (Cartea roz a comunismului; 2004) edited by Gabriel H. Decuble, one of the first volumes dedicated to memories of everyday life, has four chapters written by well-known, public female figures, their narratives revolving around the topics of childhood and education during communism. Besides childhood and family memories, the volume includes women’s experiences of being part of the workforce, like being a teacher in a rural area during communism, demonstrating the long-term effects of past experiences and events on post-communist self-narration.
 
            The contributors to Books, Movies, Music, and other Kinds of Entertainment under Communism (Cărţi, filme, muzici şi alte distracţii din comunism; 2014) – one-third of whom are women – share memories from their childhoods and adolescences related to their keen passion for books, movies, and music. Good books were a rare commodity, and an entire network of connections had to be activated in order to obtain them, as many books were either banned or practically nonexistent on the literary market. Film is another case study (some contributors describe their efforts to watch movies on video tapes illegally obtained and shared with relatives and friends), along with the relationship between the education system and the cultural forms of expression allowed at the time. These volumes are constructed around the general topic of entertainment during communism (music, books, childhood toys, etc.) which generates nostalgic feelings, associating past practices and communist memorabilia with the universe of childhood and youth, and underpinning a significant trend toward “the commodification of communism itself” (Bren and Neuburger 2012, 3). Theories about reflective nostalgia as an “imperfect process of remembrance,” a mediation between history and individual time, and as “shattered fragments of memory” are perfectly applicable in this case (Boym 2001).
 
            The cumulative character of short autobiographical texts like those included in the volume I, Too, Have Lived Under Communism (Și eu am trăit în comunism; 2015) makes gender analysis rather complicated, although certain topics and experiences under communism were more common for women than for men. Altogether, women’s experiences become more visible when touching upon specific topics: the education system (confirming women’s involvement in the educational sector), the difficulties related to the physical work mandated by the regime as “voluntary work,” and the challenges of raising children during communism. Two specific stories of mothers impress due to their depth, summarizing these women’s efforts as workers, mothers, and wives who strenuously tried to overcome their social condition and material limitations. For example, one of the contributors writes: “my mother had three different workloads: the housewife quota, which started at six in the morning and finished after lunch […]. After that, the afternoon quota, that of a teacher […]. And in the evening, for four years in a row, the third quota, as a student at the Faculty of Mathematics” (Pârvulescu 2015, 40 – 41).
 
            The memories of childhoods and youths spent under communism also include women’s narratives of the past. Half of the authors who published their stories in the volume The Book of Childhood (Cartea copilăriilor; 2016) are women. These works are written from both children’s and parents’ perspectives, and they include memories of childhood toys and games, lieux de mémoire, and special events, holidays, travel and summer camps, music, and books, as well as the relationships between parents, grandparents, and children. Some past experiences exceed the individual level, becoming shared memories that bind people together, especially as far as the trauma that was inflicted upon them is concerned. Such is the case in Ioana Bot’s piece, “Comrade Teacher Beat Us” (“Tovarășa bătea”), which recalls the trauma of physical punishment in the author’s first school years and speaks about former primary school classmates united by the memory of the violence inflicted upon them. Identifying nostalgia as a projection of a positive past, Bot refuses to take any kind of nostalgic view of her primary school years. Although certain individual contributions reject all associations with nostalgia, the volumes themselves have significant connections with nostalgic views of the past, mainly because they contain memories of childhood and adolescence, which generate nostalgia, the topic that the editors in fact called on contributors to write about in their explorations of everyday life during late communism. These anthologies are the results of editorial efforts that clearly value individual experiences but also aim to offer collective frames for reading the past. Besides the limited space offered to each narrative, the topics specified by the editors in acquiring contributions, although they provide constructive background information, limit the autobiographical narratives, setting out a specific structure and specific content.
 
           
          
            6.3 Life challenges: A portrait of Romanian women’s everyday life experience
 
            This part analyzes written narratives by connecting two forms of life writing: published narratives by intellectual women and self-explorations in the oral histories that were published in a volume dedicated to ordinary women’s unexplored memories of the past (Mitroiu 2010). As autobiographical writings are limited in terms of their quantity, self-explorations in oral history can complement and give nuance to our picture of women’s lives and their sense of privacy during the communist period. In order to paint a larger picture of women’s self-narration, I have will also examine a second volume that includes oral histories in my analysis. Both volumes were chosen due to their extensive content, the focus of this chapter being on the autobiographical approach taken to recount the past.
 
            One volume of life writing that leads the way in terms of exploring women’s narratives – and, in many aspects, the only one dedicated exclusively to women’s everyday life experiences under the communist regime – Road Comrades: Feminine Experience in Communism (Tovaraşe de drum: Experienţe feminine în comunism; 2008), edited by Radu Pavel Gheo and Dan Lungu – is presented by the editors as being the result of public attention shifting from the history of intellectuals and their lives under the Romanian communist regime to ordinary people’s lives and histories. The editors note the general necessity of broadening the field of study from prison memoirs to memoirs about everyday life under the communist regime and to focus on women’s experiences of the past that were previously explored only in relation to family planning and the banning of abortion. Although the contributors belong to different age groups, their memories and narratives focus on late communism, its daily deprivations, and harsh living conditions. The fact that the chapters are written by highly educated intellectuals who share the same cultural background becomes the unifying feature of their testimony. Unfortunately, no other volume has been published since to broaden the diversity of narratives, e. g., by including other women’s perspectives on the past, or to add new layers of meaning. The same year that Gheo and Lungu published their volume, Zoltán Rostás and Theodora-Eliza Văcărescu published the second major and quite comprehensive volume dedicated to women’s narratives. Their volume, The Other Half of History: Women Recollecting (Cealaltă jumătate a istorie: Femei povestind; 2008) brings together oral history interviews conducted by some of Rostás’s students with their grandmothers or female relatives and close friends. The editors pay special attention to their respondents’ backgrounds, providing a wide palette of narratives that vary depending on their level of education, religion, ethnicity, profession, etc. This volume is exceptional not only due to its focus on women’s narratives of their lives but also because of the age groups that it presents. Its subjects’ ages range from seventy to ninety-two years old, and the memories they recall cover the entire communist period through autobiographical storytelling. The volume reveals the memories and experiences of a population segment that has been largely neglected by the predominant previous research into everyday life under communism and the experiences of average people. Participants’ involvement in the workforce and level of education vary significantly; half of the interviewed women are well-educated high school or university graduates. Although the volume’s editors do not expressly acknowledge the topic of daily life, the narratives included in the volume, along with the autobiographical lines that the authors follow, extensively map women’s life experiences.
 
            During the communist period and across its entire structure, ordinary people’s sphere of privacy had shrunk in all its dimensions: private relationships, private living space, and individual expression in both the public and private realms. Using the framework of everyday life experience and women’s autobiographical writings, the two volumes identify two interconnected directions in self-narration: the reality of women’s social and living conditions – including everyday shortages – and gender and sexual relationships. They reveal the regime’s intrusion into and impact on people’s privacy and intimacy and show how women responded in terms of the agency they practiced, and the relational selves and privacy that they constructed around their family universes and as networks of communication.
 
            
              6.3.1 Private and everyday life under communism
 
              Many of the autobiographical narratives included in Gheo and Lungu’s volumes are based on memories of specific events from the past. Although writing a diary was considered a dangerous and potentially self-incriminatory activity, some people kept writing down their thoughts. The pages of Adriana Bittel’s diary that are included in Road Comrades impress the reader due to the author’s capacity to portray the actual conditions experienced by women under the Romanian communist regime. Bittel’s style combines her keen ability to maintain inner detachment from personal, social, and economic struggles with her acute sensitivity, which allows her to depict the harsh realities of daily life and their long-term effects. The endless struggle to obtain basic goods could reduce or even erase one’s high aspirations and cultural ideals. For many Romanian women, the reality of the communist regime was even harsher because their daily schedule included so many tasks. Women were transformed by the communist regime into equal partners with their husbands – and assigned professional responsibilities – but they also completely retained their roles as wives and mothers (Jimga 2017; Pop-Eleches and Tucker 2017). Several contributors discuss women’s familial and social roles in relation to the regime’s slogan of gender equality, as well as their struggles to pursue their careers. Gertrud B., a math teacher and mother of three, argues that women’s rights were only approached at a theoretical level during communism: “Equal rights were a beautiful theory devoid of practical value. Women worked outside the home, yet their domestic duties were the same as in our grannies’ times, since in the men’s mentality nothing had changed” (Gheo and Lungu 2008, 120). Many women recall that, when facing the communist reality of the last two decades, they felt that they were “equal in hardship” (Gheo and Lungu 2008, 182)
 
              Bittel describes a period when, at thirty-seven years of age, she was working as a proofreader and editor for a Romanian cultural journal, România literară, but was also the main care provider for her family, also taking care of her elderly parents and a toddler. The pages of her journal bear witness to the life of an intelligent woman reduced by the social reality to the roles of family caretaker and provider of the basic necessities for physical survival. Her main form of agency was practiced as a kind of resistance and resilience in confronting everyday life hardships. Improper working conditions – cold and dirt – added their share of strain; hence her overwhelming fatigue and exhaustion in a world where the absurdities of restrictions and shortages were already beyond belief:
 
               
                Today winter started. Sleet. At the gas stations there are lines of hundreds of cars: there is a rumor that gas will be rationed. […] There are no more taxi cabs running and 40 % of bus routes have been cut […]. Public lighting has also been cut in half. At dawn, on Wednesdays, when I’m on duty on the rotary press, our street is completely dark. I recently bumped into a drunkard who was urinating on the wall of our neighbor’s house. (Gheo and Lungu 2008, 100 – 101)
 
              
 
              Even under these circumstances there is an inner struggle to preserve a minimum of human dignity, reduced to small material symbols. The privacy of the self was constructed around fragments of reality infused with symbolic meaning: “Even if I mend my underwear and my stockings (I cannot replace them because they are out of stock in shops), I still care about the way I look. Sometimes, I even wear beaded necklaces” (Gheo and Lungu 2008, 101). The many material struggles and inner compromises lowered both women’s cultural aspirations and high intellectual standards. However, the small, private universe of well-hidden hopes and dreams remained one of the main sources of agency and resistance, as well as the core of the privacy of the self. Ioana Ocneanu-Thiéry writes about the image of women during communism: “The charming woman was a product of decadent capitalism […]. The communist woman was supposed to be a tractor driver, an auto mechanic, with calloused hands, but driven by revolutionary enthusiasm, not concerned with makeup or trifles” (Gheo and Lungu 2008, 183). Timid attempts to maintain the appearance of normal life testify to how women constructed the privacy of the self around personal agency and resilience.
 
              Some life narratives offer remarkable insights into personal histories and, indirectly, into Romanian society’s collective struggle with the shortages they faced in everyday life. Gertrud B. speaks about the material difficulties she faced as an adolescent and about her modest desires, such as the desire to have a pair of nice stockings or decent boots in winter, but she also recounts her activities as a teacher and the “voluntary work” she was forced to perform. Adriana Babeţi, a literary critic and writer who also contributed to Gheo and Lungu’s volume, provides a remarkable description of everyday struggles to obtain basic goods, from food supplies to wood for heating the family home, and to “lug” them home. Due to the increasingly difficult living conditions, many women recall their past by addressing their everyday struggles; consequently, their self-narration in life writing is reduced to their role as agents of survival. During the last years of the communist regime, every family had to fight the cold in their apartments during harsh winters any way they could; getting hold of an illicit source of heating fuel was therefore a priority. Babeţi’s topic is “women as carriers” – which she means literally – as she describes a world where women learned to manage by themselves, to supply their families with whatever necessary, without the help of their fathers, brothers, or husbands, because, in many cases, those men were dead, too old, in prison, working all day, or simply absent. Single women struggled to develop underground networks to find out where and when deliveries would be made and to successfully obtain precious basic goods; their circle of friends and relatives in their private lives who could make life bearable were therefore a mean of physical survival. Babeţi describes an entire network of people who, through mutual exchanges, managed to obtain the bare necessities on various occasions. The personal ability to procure everyday goods was perceived as a sort of personal success that increased one’s self-sufficiency and provided self-validation:
 
               
                Sometimes, I was happy about my loot and, with a dumb smile on my face, I would cross the park going home and hum to myself: cu-cu aaa-a odiridi; other times […] I was on the verge of tears. I would cross the park with hunched shoulders and with a lowered gaze, murmuring with pathos: what is happening to us, God, what is happening to us? Starting in ‘88, I steeled myself, and I didn’t feel like laughing, or crying, or singing, or even quarrelling anymore. (Gheo and Lungu 2008, 29)
 
              
 
              The contributors to Gheo and Lungu’s volume choose specific memories or events around which to construct their narratives. The focus on some specific topics reveals shared memories and a common nexus of experience and language associated with them, even if their self-narration is somehow limited to the topics addressed.
 
              The oral history approach that generated the interviews included in Rostás and Văcărescu’s volume The Other Half of History focuses on contributors’ entire life stories in a longitudinal manner, revealing self-reflexive narratives of the main events and periods of individual lives. The autobiographical narratives include those of childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, and detail the impact that the communist regime had on people’s lives. The dreams of youth are connected with individual experiences caused by the measures imposed by the communist regime (such as the forced collectivization of agriculture) as well as memories related to various geographical places, jobs, mothers’ experiences of raising children, happy moments and accomplishments, regrets, and the hardships of old age. Another common topic is women’s struggles to gain access to education, which, in spite of the official propaganda, was often denied in the early decades of communism. The regime forbade access to higher education for those considered to have an “unhealthy” background: the sons and daughters of former wealthy families (farmers, intellectuals, etc.).
 
              When discussing childhood memories, topics revolve around parents and their efforts to raise their children, with a special emphasis on the struggles of single mothers: “My dear mother, she always believed in God, and she was so strong. I never heard her complaining about any difficulties. She did everything. I don’t know how she managed” (Mita Dumitru; Rostás and Văcărescu 2008, 33). The mothers’ struggles prior to the communist regime are mirrored by their daughters’ hard work and their continued efforts to be accepted by a society governed by the same patriarchal structure, despite the communist regime’s highly praised and widely theorized equality: “As long as you have a man beside you, you are woman; if you don’t, your honor is gone, no one looks at you, they don’t even say hello anymore, everything is ruined” (Mita Dumitru; Rostás and Văcărescu 2008, 37). Women are aware of how men are socially valorized as the pillars of their families, and as husbands and sons who provide care and support for their elderly parents, and their self-narration in life writing is often relational, including details about the role they played in helping their husbands.
 
              Many narratives are marked by the straightforward separation between the existence of the communist regime and private life, which is constructed solely around the woman’s family and her struggles to provide everything necessary to live under those conditions. This distinction in the autobiographical narratives reveals women’s struggle to live a decent life without being directly involved in or associated with the political and ideological aspects of life during communism. This is common especially for those women who lacked access to elementary education, who were illiterate, or who had a minimum level of education. Everyday struggles occupied their minds and required their full effort, further reducing their private universe to the domestic one. An argument supporting the limiting aspects of women’s private everyday lives under communism is that, although they enjoyed being able to tend to their families’ needs and to focus entirely on their children, they still regretted that they did not have any support from their families to study or receive education like boys and men did, and that they had been forced by the social and political circumstances to bear a triple burden: “I worked more than my husband. He did his job; I did my job, and all the house chores, and I would also help him with his job” (Ecaterina Stoienescu; Rostás and Văcărescu 2008, 48). They would take refuge in the family universe, in raising their children, and in taking care of their elderly grandparents and relatives: “I only lived for my family and my children, and I was not interested in anything else […]” (Gertrude Redlinger; Rostás and Văcărescu 2008, 263). Privacy was in fact reduced to the private space of the family.
 
              The narratives of intellectuals invoke particular topics, such as censorship in literature, their love for their profession, their pathos, emotions, and dedication, along with topics that affected the entire population irrespective of education or profession: the struggle for food, the waiting lines, the black market, their networks of friends and relatives. Educated women tend to describe external events (social and political) in more detail, emphasizing the influence that those events had on their lives. Their autobiographies have a more sophisticated design and make use of a chronological perspective, retelling their life stories by taking a linear approach, without divagating or jumping from one topic to another. These women were socially engaged – as educators, for instance – although their main intention was not to improve their social position, at least not by falling back on communist ideology and politics:
 
               
                I had colleagues who were more adventurous, they became inspectors, and were very quickly promoted to high-ranking positions, but they came down as fast as they had climbed up and ended up not accomplishing anything; these were small political steps, as those people did not last long and were replaced by others, stronger, more resourceful, better educated, and eager to move forward and change radically. They – especially the men – knew what to do, and they easily accomplished their goals. (Lelia Duṭǎ; Rostás and Văcărescu 2008, 307)
 
              
 
              The patriarchal attitude that manifested itself in everyday life had an impact on women’s career paths. Their life stories reveal how they recognized that, in those conditions, accessing positions of power that seemed to be designed for men was impossible, which is why they refrained from entering a competition whose outcome had already been decided. Several factors acted as clear deterrents in terms of the paths that women took socially and professionally, while their previous experience and a lack of institutional support converged to undermine them, redirecting their agency toward the family space and less toward challenging the patriarchal social structure and order. At the same time, as the perils of “playing the game,” which meant collaborating with the regime, were often recognized before they were spelled out by hierarchical superiors, women’s autobiographical accounts also reveal the restrictions that they imposed upon themselves as a refusal to enter into this type of relationship of power. They utilized alternatives and constructed the privacy of the self around themselves, sometimes taking the form of family involvement and commitment, or of engaging in different hobbies, such as reading and hiking with friends. They reconstructed relational privacy, and, despite the surveillance and mechanisms of control exercised by the communist regime, their autobiographical accounts acknowledge the existence of strong friendships based on communicating and sharing information about the solutions they found to everyday challenges.
 
             
            
              6.3.2 Privacy, gender, and sexual relationships
 
              There was a clear gender difference when it came to social status and involvement in family duties that was based on the patriarchal view of family and of women’s roles, as seventy-nine-year-old Lia Criṣan describes: “as long as you weren’t married to a man, he would take care of you and provide for you. Once you married him, you needed to take care of him and provide for him” (Rostás and Văcărescu 2008, 440 – 441). Having and raising children, and taking care of husbands and elderly parents while still working in demanding, challenging jobs proved to be too much of a burden for many women, who were forced to make decisions that involved painful sacrifices (for their families and professional lives). On the other hand, they were never educated to compete with their fellow men and easily took a step backward when faced with competition, including that from their partners or husbands, which meant that they accepted modest jobs and lower social status as a result.
 
              Memories of sexual relationships in communist Romania during the regime’s final decades include dominant, explicit references to abortion and its traumatic effects on women’s lives. Anamaria Beligan takes a close look at the erotic lives of Romanian women, identifying “symbolic objects” connected to their memories of eroticism during communism: Tetra panties (women’s ribbed cotton briefs, virtually the only type of women’s underwear available under communism, colloquially referred to as “the death of passion”); small, butterfly-print envelopes (the very unreliable Protex condoms that were occasionally available for sale); the kitchen table (for many women it was the place where illegal abortions were performed). Rodica Binder speaks about the mandatory gynecological checks and the lack of contraceptives, and about the deaths of two of her former classmates caused by botched abortions. The practice of illegal abortion was discussed in detail and in secrecy, with memories and experiences shared between friends and relatives. Sanda Cordoş also notes the weighty topic of pregnancy and the underground discussions and advice sparked by attempted abortions:
 
               
                Although it was supposed to be a secret, when it came to a possible pregnancy the entire class (as it also happened in schools), the entire group of students, the entire office whispered. Entire networks of benevolent individuals and providers of advice were alerted: mulled wine and other concoctions, jumping off a tall piece of furniture (preferably off a wardrobe), and pills, could induce abortion […], midwives, herbs, medicines, aunties, infections, ambulances, septicemia, prosecutors. (Gheo and Lungu 2008, 137)
 
              
 
              Through family-planning policies and reproductive control, the communist regime effectively shifted the body from the private to the public sphere of life. It transformed the body by making it something easy to control and punish – when it failed to obey the imposed regulations. However, life writing proves that the personal networks activated in cases of unwanted pregnancy renegotiated the separation between private and public in terms of the privacy of the self that women constructed through communicative agency. Women were the main empathetic listeners when other women told stories of their traumatic experiences of illegally terminating unwanted pregnancies; they were also the main promoters of communicative agency: activating information and relationship networks. Binder recounts losing two of her colleagues to illegal abortion attempts and the anger and helplessness she felt when facing the absurdity of a regime whose strength fed on its citizens’ deaths. Doina Ruşti also portrays her horrific experiences in “My Gynecologists” (“Ginecologii mei”; Gheo and Lungu 2008). She recalls three separate encounters with gynecologists under the communist regime. The first one was the mandatory check when she was nineteen, and the author recalls the humiliation, physical horror, and verbal abuse she endured from medical personnel. The second was arranged by a woman who pretended to be her aunt: in exchange for a pack of Kent cigarettes, the gynecologist gave her a prescription for painkillers without performing any physical checks. The third one was an absurd forced curettage at the age of twenty-three, when she experienced bleeding due to an unknown cause for which she had sought medical care. At the time, any instance of abundant bleeding was suspected of being the result of an attempted abortion. The doctors were terrified of the possible risks, which could mean years of imprisonment if they were caught helping a woman who had breached the party-state birth directives. Whenever a woman underwent surgery in such cases, a prosecutor would be present in the operating room to see whether she was guilty of foul play. If she tried to refuse surgery, she would be charged and arrested. Exceptions from the sacred duty to procreate included the “privilege” of being in poor health, although the wives of the communist nomenklatura had access to special medical assistance whenever they required it.
 
              Women also reflect on their position in relation to the impact of the external social world when they address the displacement caused by the communist regime in their narratives – emigration and the subsequent “adjustment” to a new country. In the late 1970s, Gertrud B., a member of the Romanian ethnic Germany minority, emigrated to Germany after having spent her childhood, teenage years, and young adulthood in communist Romania. She worked hard and tried her best to be a model citizen despite the daily shortages. Economic and social hardships forced her to emigrate and try to rebuild her life in a new country. Despite her keen sense of engagement and her desire to create a better society, she continued to suffer because of her displacement. She could no longer define which place was her home, revealing the long-term effects of displacement: “I believe I’ll die with the desire of a ‘home,’ although I cannot say where this ‘home’ is. […] Our first big thing here was to buy a house that we are still living in. It is our home, but is it… ‘home’?” (Gheo and Lungu 2008, 126).
 
              Those who left the country not only faced the negative effects of displacement but were also confronted with the incapacity of others to comprehend their trauma due to its absurd character. Rodica Binder emigrated with her family to Germany in 1987 and was helped by her husband’s relatives to adjust to the new social and cultural environment. The “acclimatization program” included various gatherings and meetings with friends. Binder recalls that the hosts and guests completely lost interest when the topic of difficult living conditions under the Romanian communist regime exceeded their capacity for comprehension. Those who had not experienced it firsthand could not imagine the everyday reality of ordinary lives. How could an outsider grasp the idea that toilet paper was a luxury – that one needed an entire underground network to know when and where you could stand for hours in a queue in order to buy something so trivial but so necessary? Moreover, how many Western Europeans would even want to listen to such stories? Binder notes, for instance, how difficult it was for her to share this saga of shortages and everyday struggles: “the everyday experiences, our struggles, narrated with resignation and with barely retained pathos, exceeded the common power of imagination of those living in ‘the free world’”; displaced Romanians therefore “gave up speaking of our troubles. We swallowed them up” (Gheo and Lungu 2008, 77 – 78). She felt that her stories would ruin the others’ good mood and enjoyment. Fearing disbelief, she refrained from speaking about her troubles until the context made her narrative credible and saved it from oblivion, adding it to the collective narrative of the past. Outside the communist regime’s abusive power, self-narration refrained once more from revealing parts of privacy that did not fit social expectations, proving the impact of power relations and the extent to which this needs to be considered when dealing with life writing.
 
              Surveying life writing focused on women’s experiences during the last two decades of the Romanian communist regime and women’s memories of daily life reveals a narrative revolving around everyday shortages and struggles but also around women’s social and family involvement, their social and gender roles – be they externally assigned and/or internally assumed – and their personal endeavors. Their self-narration is constructed around an elaborate world of self-privacy: private relations in their families and small circles of friends, secret networks utilized in times of need and for obtaining basic products, shared gendered experiences. Life writing renders accessible a limited but diligently constructed realm of self-privacy in everyday life under communism.
 
              Women’s autobiographical narratives explored in depth the topic of the endless struggle to obtain basic consumer goods. In many cases, Romanian women were the main agents involved in developing networks of friends and relatives capable of supplying everyday consumer goods. The relationships they cultivated with the precise intention of obtaining consumer goods formed part of the private sphere of a life spent encountering the limitations imposed in the public sphere by the abusive regime. Women were fully and actively involved in obtaining basic goods, establishing and developing extensive networks of friends, relatives, and so forth, and using mutual favors as a tool. Whatever limited agency they had, they fully exercised it through practices of survival and through communicative acts. The family and its private universe became a refuge, a “parallel culture” (Yurchak 1997, 163) carved out in the world created by the communist regime. Women immersed themselves in their domestic tasks, burying their frustrations. The autobiographical self feeds on the private space of family and on women’s personal success protecting this limited space from all external threats, including that of material limitations. Many recollections included in the volumes presented above show that providing the items necessary for a “normal life” was the main goal, which is why it is at the heart of women’s self-referential narratives of the past.
 
              However, their regrets about not having access or support to achieve a higher level of education surfaces in their self-narration. One recurrent topic is the discrepancy between men’s and women’s level of education, and many women develop their self-narration around the burden of their multiple tasks and duties under the communist regime. The frustration women felt about their poor access to education also correlates to the sacrifices they made and a multitude of difficulties they faced in various areas of their lives. In a world governed by patriarchal principles, women were not taught to be competitive, their upbringing being rooted in traditional associations with the private family sphere. When they refer to their past struggles and poor living conditions, they express hardly any feelings of nostalgia. Usually, there is a direct relationship between nostalgia in oral history accounts, a lack of predictability in narrators’ lives, and the difficulties they faced as they aged; nostalgia is more common in the discourse of those with limited access to education, who sacrificed their lives for the sake of their family members or whose lives were driven solely by the goal of ensuring their families’ well-being, and whose family members nevertheless failed to show any gratitude. In these cases, a feeling of restorative nostalgia is detectable, directed at a specific period of family history that can no longer be reconstructed but that, compared to the current situation, is perceived as being clearly superior.
 
             
           
        
 
      
       
         
          7 The Public Revelation of the Self: Mihaela Miroiu and Privacy as a Shared Responsibility
 
        
 
         
          One of the main features of Romania’s public memory discourse is an emphasis on the entire country sharing the status of victim. This assumed collective victim status impedes public discussions of moral collective responsibility for past wrongs and hinders personal acknowledgement of any guilt or shame that people might feel about participating in the regime’s long existence or about putting up a lack of opposition. This chapter investigates life writing’s potential to access levels of privacy where reflecting on the regime’s impact on the autobiographical narrative can create a shared responsibility for the past. It uses the concept of “fractal distinction” (Gal 2002) to reflect upon self-narration in life writing that addresses abusive regimes of power. In this chapter, I will read Mihaela Miroiu’s autobiographical works, which include her memories of the communist years and personal considerations of the conditions faced by Romanian women and their public representation through the lenses of the privacy of the self and self-narration.
 
          Remembering and constructing a narrative of oneself in autobiographical form involves performative acts that address troubling or disputed memories of the past. Public memory discourse in Romania has mainly interpreted the communist regime’s long existence within the paradigms of victimization and trauma, leaving aside the role that ordinary people played in maintaining an abusive structure of power, often through inaction. Various studies have explored the presence and/or absence of public debates addressing Romanian people’s responsibility for perpetuating the communist regime (Petrescu and Petrescu 2007; 2009). Life writing that deals with the communist past demonstrates some attempts to surpass the victimization narrative and to further discuss ordinary people’s moral responsibility for past wrongs. My exploration of Romanian women’s life writing suggests that there is a strong connection between feelings of shame about the past and the self-reflexive process. Despite being more or less an exception, the case study included in this chapter reveals the capacity of life writing to broach previously unaddressed issues and to show how women created public regimes of the self in the realm of privacy through fractal distinction (Gal 2002).
 
          Mihaela Miroiu is one of the main post-1989 advocates of gender studies in Romania. She has published extensively on Romanian feminism and on the conditions faced by women under the communist regime and after its demise, supporting and playing a decisive part in the development of gender studies both in academia and in society (Ghodsee 2011). Gender studies was neither accepted nor permitted by the communist regime, and even highly educated individuals had practically no knowledge of the topic. Miroiu was only able to conduct her research and to combine her interests and knowledge within the international framework of gender studies after the regime change. Her memoirs about the communist period (the first thirty-five years of her life) present her testimony about her personal feminist path, starting in her childhood, when she first experienced the limitations that were imposed upon her and the gender roles that she was supposed to fulfil. Two autobiographical volumes blend memories of the past with post-communist events and thoughts, and with projects and considerations about the conditions faced by Romanian women and how they are represented: The R’E‍(a)‌st and the West (R’Estul şi Vestul; 2005, in collaboration with Mircea Miclea) and With My Womanly Mind (Cu mintea mea de femeie; 2017).
 
          I will perform a close reading of her texts to identify several interconnected topics, which I will read as marks of the self-reflexive process in relation to the communist past. I will also identify and analyze modes of dealing with the “notable absences” (Keightley 2010) in the collective memory of communism through life writing. Miroiu’s autobiographical narrative reveals a web of performative memory that mixes self-expression, criticism, privacy, and self-reference in a tangled personal and collective narrative. Her life writing discusses and challenges the shame and the collective moral responsibility for the past as the core of publicly exposing the privacy of the self through life writing.
 
          Due to its narrative structure, the autobiographical self is essentially rendered accessible to others in an organized, linear form. By mediating the memories of personal and collective shame, life writing accesses and renders visible levels of privacy by repeatedly dividing the privacy of the self. Fractal distinction subdivides the private, rendering visible aspects previously considered private. Each resulting part can be repeatedly subdivided. Whatever the social and political context, fractal distinction involves the continuous reproduction of the private/public dichotomy through recursivity and recalibration (Gal 2002, 81).
 
          
            7.1 Shared responsibility and privacy in life writing
 
            Guilt and responsibility are usually discussed in terms of their political and legal-juridical relevance; however, they include a moral dimension relevant for the former communist states in East Central Europe and for the general process of coming to terms with the past in societies that were dominated by abusive regimes of power. Past wrongs resulted from people’s lack of action and from their legitimization of or even support for abusive regimes; co-responsibility and collective feelings of guilt must therefore be part of the process of coming to terms with the past. In some cases, individual legal responsibility is difficult to establish since forms of mass repression were institutionalized, leading to the commission of “macro-crimes in authoritarian contexts” (Langenohl 2008, 167). Nevertheless, moral guilt, collective responsibility, and moral shame maintain their memory-related performativity in dealing with past wrongs.
 
            The definition of guilt starts with a quantitative evaluation, and can go beyond it: personal guilt when it is related to someone’s own actions, membership guilt when discussing actions based on a group’s “joint commitment,” and collective guilt when a “plural subject” is involved, the feelings of guilt exceeding the “joint commitment” of the group’s actions and being sensed as something that affects the collective as a single body (Gilbert 2014, 6). Membership and assumed membership – whatever the group or the community may be – involve a certain responsibility on the part of each individual for the acts that are carried out on the basis of a collective agreement. Discussions of the moral guilt of collectives exceed the individual level. The result is not the sum of individual moral guilt, but it is collectively shared (Daase 2010). However, what is the relationship between privacy and moral responsibility? The collective acts in perfect accordance with its qualitative overarching structure. Similarly, the sum of individual experiences is not the same thing as collective memory. Communal recollections of the past require shared self-reflexivity to constitute a collective memory, and the creation of a “common pool of stories and figures of memory to which reference can be made” is essential for defining collective memory (Rigney 2016, 65). Can this be considered similar to shame and collective responsibility for the past? And when these “common pools of stories and figures of memory” are missing, indicating the absence of collective shame for past wrongs in public memory discourse, how are these memories processed through self-narration?
 
            By apportioning blame to various external scapegoats or to specific institutional structures, ordinary people are relieved of all responsibility for past wrongs. The memory discourse focused on trauma and the country’s shared victim status reflects general attempts to describe and identify the entire nation as a victim of the Romanian communist regime, a regime that is generally described as something imposed by outside forces. The Soviet-influenced regime was in fact the result of external influence and the oppressive domination exercised by Sovietization over the entire East Central European region; however, in its final decades, the Romanian communist regime was an independent, locally constructed project. The general assertion of victimization and the narrative of collective trauma have been strategically instrumentalized, and their inclusion in public memory discourse has absolved ordinary people of any responsibility for collaboration. As a rule, any opposition to the communist regime was violently “nipped in the bud,” and there was insignificant opposition to the regime in its final decades: most Romanians did not demonstrate their opposition to the regime, but they did not support it openly either; they “simply coped with the system and showed their overt anti-communism only after its collapse” (Petrescu and Petrescu 2009, 171). Otherwise, the agency of ordinary people pointed out in studies of everyday life requires us to also acknowledge average people’s responsibility for the past, a moral collective responsibility that has been largely overlooked by previous studies and largely unexplored in life writing (Mitroiu 2018).
 
            Moral responsibility and a feeling of shame can exist in the absence of real or imaginary crimes committed in the past. They are connected to the absence of specific actions that would have ended the regime’s long reign, to the degradation that pervaded everyday life under communism, and to “daily lies and infinite tiny compromises” (Judt 2005, 102). Even when public memory discourse does not contain any references to a collective moral responsibility for the past and cannot relate to historical responsibility and accountability (Olick 2007), individuals can have trouble coping with and dismissing their moral responsibility and feelings of personal shame for the past. Existing self-reflexivity and feelings of shame about past wrongs do not naturally lead to shared reflections on the past or to a collective narrative that potentially includes an acknowledgement of moral responsibility for past wrongs. Without public and collective narratives to join, the only kind of responsibility is shared responsibility, a responsibility that accesses non-institutionalized layers of responsibility created among those with similar experiences. Moreover, shared responsibility for the past is made possible through narrative performance. The communal acknowledgement of individual moral responsibility and listening to the personal stories of others empathetically are dimensions of this shared responsibility, created in the narrative absence of collective responsibility. In her autobiographical writings, Miroiu systematically and repetitively addresses shared responsibility for the past and, however difficult to process, her individual role and responsibility for the communist regime’s long existence as an ordinary citizen. Through memory and narrative performance, life writing becomes a place of mediation where shame and responsibility can be narrated and different regimes of self-privacy can be revealed. Personal responsibility is reappropriated in order to create non-divided memories of the past.
 
           
          
            7.2 The extended prison of the 1980s and feminism
 
             The R’E‍(a)‌st and the West is an autobiographical work, published as a dialogue between two very close friends who, in emails that they exchanged in real life for a period of time, mutually challenge their memories of the communist past, muse over the transition period, and question the way that their self-development has been marked by their past. Even if the exchange includes general assertions regarding Romanian economic and political reality, the resulting web of memory is deeply infused with the authors’ self-criticisms and self-examinations. Their friendship provides the backdrop to an open dialogue that complicates and enhances the entire process of remembering the past, and also allows the reader to closely read and examine each author’s memories and self-presentation. Miroiu writes that she perceives the way that she and Miclea work and engage with each other’s memories and ideas as an attempt to understand their lives, going from fragment to self-continuity. In the second part of the volume, she includes two diaries written between 2002 and 2004, one recounting her experiences in Oxford, UK, where she shared her living quarters with two women from the Kabul University who had briefly escaped the Taliban regime, the other sharing her American experience as a Fulbright scholar. The autobiographical narrative portrays her relentless efforts to find methodological tools that could be applied to the Romanian context. She also provides an answer to critics of the Eastern evolution of feminism, speaking about the local context: the political and social circumstances, the difficulties associated with the human rights context that are not just specific to women and with a legislative framework that, for a long time, failed to fully serve democratic society.
 
            In her 2017 autobiographical volume, With My Womanly Mind, Miroiu includes several essays previously published in a Romanian magazine, arranging them chronologically according to the stages of her life and narrating various episodes and memories that she considers to be points of reference for her “path to feminism” and the conscious assumption of her “womanly mindset” (Miroiu 2017, 5). She describes the moment of her feminist philosophical awakening as well as her first readings of works by Western feminist scholars. Her encounter with Mary Daly in 1998 deeply influenced her desire to overcome the limitations that had previously been imposed on her, triumphing over what she refers to as “bonsai syndrome,” the limitation of her development imposed by external forces (Miroiu 2017, 159). Her memories include rich data about how research fellowships and her participation in international conferences played a life-changing role in channeling her gender studies interest into developing her own theories and research, and the exceptional friendships she established over time, but also her difficulties finding a common point of reference for and a way of applying Western theories in the Eastern context.
 
            By and large, Miroiu’s autobiographical texts focus both on the social trauma caused by the communist regime and on her capacity to evolve despite the limitations imposed by the regime. She argues that, although she is part of a family that did not lose any of its members or any large properties, the “extended prison” practiced by the communist regime in the 1980s affected everyone in the long term (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 16). In Miroiu’s case, the discourse of trauma and abuse is not generated by personal experiences of major tragic events but by feelings of anxiety resulting from the suffocating web woven by the communist regime around its citizens. She experienced the scarcity of everyday life and the lack of intellectual freedom and options for self-development – a general state of affairs that she perceived as moral and intellectual asphyxiation. This state of suffocation and permanent feeling of physical sickness permeate her portrayals of everyday hardships and their specific language: efforts to obtain basic commodities, omnipresent queues, cold apartments, etc. Furthermore, she identifies the extended prison of the 1980s as one of the causes of the early years of public degradation in post-communist Romanian society – an exhibition of past resentments. In both her autobiographical writings, Miroiu identifies the challenges of political and social change as something caused by the past regime’s control over private and public life, control that targeted most citizens’ self-expression. The regime’s impact on its citizens’ private lives and its long-lasting effects have determined the general features of post-communist social life, leaving behind visible marks at the individual level.
 
            Miroiu and Miclea’s autobiographical dialogue forces us to take a direct look at the past and at personal memories and experiences – at the struggle to survive. Miroiu writes about how the regime influenced her youth and about how she has refused to address her memories of the past as they are a difficult challenge to overcome, requiring a deliberate self-reflexive process of dealing with what Connerton defines as the silence of humiliation and shame (2008, 68):
 
             
              During the Comrade’s years [Nicolae Ceauşescu’s era] I would bury myself under the covers in the evening praying not to wake up to the same world. When he died […] I was 34. It matters. Every day mattered. Sometimes I wonder how I found the resources to return to life […]. I realize that I have run away from the memories of my youth as hard as I ran away from depression. (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 24)
 
            
 
            The author employs various strategies to avoid having to submerge herself in her personal memories of the past; however, self-criticism often surfaces. For example, she utilizes general discussions and critical assertions throughout her discourse as a mechanism to avoid taking a systematic autobiographical approach, and to avoid or delay rendering the private self visible. By providing in-depth analyses of Romanian communist and post-communist society, she keeps the privacy of the self aside. She postpones episodes from her past in her autobiographical storytelling, which only surface after long deliberations about the role they play in her narrative and the personal relief brought by writing them down. More than once she confesses that her memories of the time when she was “a full-time woman” cause her pain (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 67; emphasis in original). For instance, she perceives the final year of the communist regime in Romania (1989) as a year that encapsulated the pain of the past: “Here, the memories howl like wolves” (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 67). On the other hand, her physical pain is much easier to describe than the humiliating episodes that are contained in troubling memories and that directly correlate to the general condition of women under communism and with the transformation that privacy underwent. For instance, she recollects an episode in which she needed to undergo surgery on her foot, and the doctors requested a medical certificate proving that she was not pregnant. The humiliation caused by the gynecologist is difficult to recount and she sets her bodily privacy, which she identifies as one part of her human dignity, in discursive opposition to the communist regime: “that day the communist regime forced its way into my underwear, into my small dignity as a woman” (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 69). Her thoughts revolve around the moral degradation that caused such humiliation and allowed such grotesque characters to exist, and she deplores Romanian women’s fear of their sexuality. Miroiu’s personal acknowledgement of the trouble she has facing these memories and including them in her autobiographical narrative hints at women’s difficulties discussing and including sexual and corporeal elements in their autobiographical narratives. Life writing demonstrates how women avoided discussing sexuality in terms other than those imposed through the regime’s control and by their previous experiences under communism. The large majority of sexual references include only information about forced gynecological examinations, sexual abuse, unwanted pregnancies, and the non-medical solutions shared between friends and relatives. The regime’s control that equated sexuality with procreation still resonates in post-communist life writing. Miroiu overcomes this limitation in her 2017 volume, which brings together a number of different essays written over a period of three years and that, due their short, essayistic nature and temporal distance from the communist period, allow the author to explore previously underdeveloped topics in terms of gender differences and to use a language that takes leave of the regime’s stereotypes of gender. Moreover, the passing of time and, of course, the post-communist social transformation allow Miroiu to engage more deeply with the repeated rape attempts that she experienced during the communist period. She reveals the power relations constructed within the patriarchal structure supported by the communist regime to be the foundation of abusive practices. This affects how authors engage with the effects of these practices on the self. In many areas of her life writing, Miroiu limits herself to writing down the events, using a clear literary form but without rendering visible the way she has processed what she experienced.
 
            Chronologically, Miroiu recollects her childhood memories and experiences as, on the one hand, something defined by a feeling of communion with other beings and, on the other, something governed by a feeling of not belonging to the allocated social place. This perception is generated in various interactions that reveal a patriarchal society that insidiously and forcibly imposes its gender restrictions. The social construction of gender and the behavior socially acceptable for a girl became noticeable in her early childhood. When she was five, she spontaneously decided to join in with a group of boys who went to ring the bells during the Orthodox service. She later learned that her actions led the priest to perform a special ritual to cleanse the bell tower, as the female touch was and still is considered unclean in the church. The priest scolded her grandparents for not teaching the little girl how to behave properly. The common belief was that girls had to be taught from an early age about gender-appropriate behavior.
 
            In another of her childhood memories, Miroiu recalls how ordinary people regarded reading books as a waste of time when it came to women. As a child, she spotted the village priest’s wife hiding in the toilet to read. When she asked her mother about this strange behavior, she explained that this was the only solution that the priest’s wife could find as she was obliged to follow the proper patriarchal rules: “For a countryside woman, to be seen reading a book is shameful. She must always be seen working on something with her hands. She can stand still only when she is sick” (Miroiu 2017, 11). Miroiu recounts various childhood episodes shaped by gender in both of her autobiographical accounts and concludes that her whole life has been haunted by this “out-of-place” feeling (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 35).
 
            Her autobiographical writings are filled with a general rejection of both gender stereotypes and the feminine ideal imposed by a patriarchal society. This attitude originated in her childhood with the rejection of the challenges she faced during her inevitable natural development into a future woman. The disappointment she felt in childhood was the result of her observations of the gender differences in political and social agency; she therefore believed that she was “born wrong” and that, due to her gender, she would not be able to participate in making major political or social decisions, being instead forced “to take the women’s path” (Miroiu 2017, 21). The playful child-princess, the future lady, the young teacher, the philosopher’s wife, the minister’s wife, the political woman, the fully involved social activist for women’s rights – she turns down all the stereotypes associated with these roles with the same ease. She recounts the pressure she felt to limit her self-expression to meet society’s expectations:
 
             
              Yesterday evening I regretted that I did not have the apple tree [from her childhood] to complain to. I was forced to dress up nicely. To disguise myself as a lady. Of course, the others are content and admiring, but I feel as if I am attending a masked ball for which I have rented a costume, an identity. (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 36)
 
            
 
            The external pressure, whatever its forms and manifestations, forces her to engage in a self-reductive practice that alienates the autobiographical self, introducing ruptures and dissociations. Performing the self in the public arena creates an image that the public repetitively associates with her public image, which she needs to process and integrate into her autobiographical narrative, despite the contradictions that she feels.
 
            Miroiu uses her memories of the communist education system to constantly reflect in a comparative manner on the education received by her generation – from elementary to university studies – as well as the private/public separation between official and non-official, formal and informal systems. She regards the education she received to have been a good foundation for her future interest in literature and philosophy, as the education system outgrew Soviet influence during Nicolae Ceaușescu’s regime. She describes her high school years as being infused with the specific energy and rebellious pathos of youth. Her memories of the time she spent at high school and as a student include her genuine interest in philosophy and her passion for reading but also the mandatory gynecological checks imposed even in high school on girls suspected of being sexually active (Miroiu 2017, 58), communist youth organizations and their activities, her university mentors, but also the forced collaboration between some of her fellow students and the Securitate, and the sexual abuse committed by those in positions of power (Miroiu 2017, 71 – 79). Her memories of the agricultural “voluntary work” she was forced to perform as a student and as a high school teacher reveal not only the social debasement but also the intellectual degradation that she experienced, as well as the loss of any interest she might have had in self-development and intellectual growth caused by having to work in deplorable conditions:
 
             
              In the first two weeks we would still have conversations about specialist subject matter, as we got the books we needed to read for our final exam. After that we cracked and adapted […], speaking more and more laconically on topics that were adjusted to fit the context: whether we would be taken into the fields to harvest beets, whether the lunch truck would get there on time […]. (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 110)
 
            
 
            Her memories of her years as a young woman recall the joys and struggles of motherhood, the danger of getting pregnant as contraceptive methods were almost inexistent and abortion was illegal, along with the haunting images of the women who died from abortion attempts gone wrong. The threat of rape (she experienced several failed attempts and comforted many victims) was one part of women’s shocking experience, and the author provides details in this respect (Miroiu 2017, 80 – 83).
 
            The images of women projected by Romanian society, which were deeply influenced by communist ideology and by a long patriarchal tradition, encapsulate the general ideal that suppressed women’s freedom and conveyed the message that they were inadequate in terms of how they expressed and asserted themselves. Miroiu describes her difficulty accepting the limitations of gender representations. She summarizes the disappointment she felt confronting motherhood stereotypes years after the end of the communist regime in Romania: “A mother is supposed to produce as much as she would in the West, earn as much as she would in the West, and behave socially as she would in the East. Renunciation. Self-sacrifice. These are the dimensions of a respectable parent” (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 138). She senses the same “in-between” state when she talks about professional life, research, and her involvement in social causes. Her tender memories of Florica Neagoe (who died when she was only forty-two), one of the very few female Romanian professors of philosophy, are accompanied by her dismay that both Romanian academics and the public barely engage with the memory of many remarkable female intellectuals, such as Alice Voinescu. The domain of Romanian academic philosophy was and still is a field dominated by male figures (Miroiu 2017, 171), and although she received equal treatment during her student years, at various stages of her life – like after her PhD defense, when she was trying to figure out her future academic path – Miroiu experienced the impossibility of gaining professional access to “the male, almost inviolable, bastion” (Miroiu 2017, 171 – 172). She is shocked when, at the end of her university studies, a respected male professor of logic considered her only good enough to type and maybe compose summaries for her husband, who had been her classmate during her student years. Even when advocating the applicability of philosophical knowledge in everyday life, she describes her “long cohabitation with philosophy” during the communist regime “as a substitute for reality, as pseudo-reality” (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 191).
 
            Her autobiographical narrative is interwoven with her professional research and observations; significant parts of her life writing thus include entangled narratives of Romanian women during and after communism, processed through the lens of her own experience and life story. In The R’E‍(a)‍st and the West, Miroiu addresses both the gender memory of everyday life under the communist regime and of the changes imposed immediately following transition period. The images of young women – the same age as her at the time – happy that they could find basic goods, poorly dressed, and with minimal opportunities for self-care, are followed by images of the same women being professionally rejected during the transition years for being too old or lacking a proper education. The social changes and precarious economic conditions created significant material differences between various groups of the female population, which had previously been quite homogenous. She includes the story of her house cleaner (a former kindergarten cleaner) who had not only earned almost as much as a high school teacher under the communist regime but had also had a whole network of connections who allowed her to better secure her family’s material necessities. Miroiu describes the decline in social welfare for the female Romanian workforce during the transition period, providing a comprehensive understanding of the generational nostalgia projected due to the lost security and predictability of social life.
 
           
          
            7.3 Autobiographical self-reflection and shared responsibility
 
            Miroiu’s process of self-reflection indicates that perceives herself as part of the collective, that she was part of society, and that she shares in the collective responsibility for what all Romanian experienced back then. Her moral nausea focuses not only on communist leaders but also on her own weaknesses, which she acknowledges added to the weaknesses of others and allowed the regime to last as long as it did. Miroiu describes a society dominated by fear, collaboration, guilt, duplicity, and moral degradation, which affected her private life and shook her to her core:
 
             
              We could bet that any colleague could be an informant of the regime. I will never forget Ceauşescu’s voice. It would come out from any box with buttons, and it would be amplified by megaphones. I was falling apart with shame. I would enter my classroom, and his face smirked from the wall [his portraits were displayed on institution walls, S.M.]. My goodness, I was falling apart because of our cowardice. […] I would cringe with guilt. (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 105)
 
            
 
            Shame – a combination of personal issues and politics (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 109) – results from and blends with the personal and collective fear that contributed to the regime’s longevity and limitless control. The remembrance process requires access to and the exposure of private layers of memory, and the process itself is viewed as a public revelation of the private self. Acknowledging the shame related to past “cohabitation” with the regime and the responsibility of not finding viable solutions to act back then publicly reveals what is considered a troubled level of the private past: “it is quite difficult to tell the story of embarrassing things about yourself” (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 109). Disclosing personal guilt, shame, and fear in the face of the communist regime proves to be more challenging than recounting dramatic personal episodes, such as the gang rape she narrowly escaped when she was six months’ pregnant. The regime’s pervasiveness erodes her confidence in her own capacity to include and accommodate past events and memories in her autobiographical narrative. Her life writing is one of the few exceptional pieces of testimony about the regime’s impact on the performativity of the self in autobiographical writing dealing with the Romanian communist past and about the challenges faced when acknowledging personal responsibility.
 
            As far as private resistance facing the regime’s depravity is concerned, Miroiu reiterates the importance of having a group of friends to provide emotional and intellectual support: “We were friends in ideas, friends in solidarity against external aggressors, a beautiful and romantic survival network” (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 166). She speaks about communist resistance in small groups of friends – the special solidarity between people in hostile regimes – based on their affective association; their close relationships clarify once more the differences between “the public life and the private one; in other words, the official life and the hidden one (I must – I want)” (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 162). Her group of friends was essential not only for moral survival during the communist years but also for providing the intellectual stimulation and moral development required to construct a “parallel culture” (Yurchak 1997):
 
             
              I, as I am today, with all that is mine, I would not be myself were I not wearing the unique mark of each of my friends and of “us.” […] We were our self-reference system. Becoming villains, being cowards, embracing the comfort of mediocrity would have made us feel embarrassed in front of each other. (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 172)
 
            
 
            The construction of a private universe utilizes the same patterns of privacy grounded in close interhuman relationships and in the opposition between “us” and “them” – the latter being the representatives of the communist regime, those who, by virtue of their public positions, accepted the regime’s rules and added their own oppression and narrow-mindedness to the mix. However, this separation is debatable, as Miroiu herself was part of the education system, and her students perceived her as a representative of the communist regime, something she is aware of when discussing her role in the students’ mandatory farming work. Back then, she joined the students and worked alongside them, trying to brighten their day by freely discussing philosophical issues. The regime practiced forgetting as a “repressive erasure” (Connerton 2008). Its main channel of propagation was the education system. Educational content was widely and strictly controlled; free thinking was discouraged, even in the regime’s final decades (Birzea 1996). Miroiu recounts her attempts to open up new educational perspectives for her students by encouraging them to debate ideas and express themselves.
 
            The fractal distinction between the private and public realms of life during the last communist decade reflect the dichotomy that was repeatedly reproduced whatever the size and quality of the context. Public roles and positions included levels of privacy – more or less equivalent with what was called the “politics of duplicity” (Kligman 1998). The private sphere and private relationships included a certain amount of public performance. By controlling reproduction, the state redefined privacy, transforming the intrusion of public regulations into the private sphere into a coercive and forced invasion into the privacy of women’s bodies. Setting the private self in relation to the abusive pressure of the communist regime, the remembrance process, remediated through autobiographical writing, reproduces the same fractal distinction. Each and any layer of memory revealed renders parts of the private self public, supporting access to autobiographical narrative through narrative performance.
 
            While investigating the motivation behind her own autobiographical efforts, Miroiu says that the reason for her self-exploration is leaving the past behind – “I do not like being held captive in any kind of past” (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 172) – although the entire liberation process is undermined by its own nature, as “the past is deeply embedded” in the personality structure, “a Matryoshka containing other Matryoshkas” (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 137). She emphasizes the embedded nature of the past when she writes that her personal past is not something exterior, like an item of clothing that can be taken off with enough effort, but something that is blended with her private self and included in her self-narration. This complicated fusion challenges self-exploration, but it also helps to reveal private layers of memory and self-assessment that would otherwise be difficult to access and explore. Self-expression develops and deepens even further with the inclusion of personal memories related to her family and friends, and her place within her extended family, situated between the living and the dead. Recollecting the time that she spent thinking at her father’s grave, she confesses that she finds it difficult to write about such things, about the inner connection between the dead and the living, the challenges of exposing the privacy of her most intimate feelings and memories, their weight and effects.
 
            The ability to look back at her past experiences and involvement, and to critically assess her role and the influence of external events is associated with self-criticism, is more obvious in The R’E‍(a)‍st and the West. She writes about the mixture of facts and their interpretations, about past events and their memories, thoughts, and emotions: “I am a part of history, of a totalitarian system, and of transition. I cannot pretend that I am merely a witness [in an autobiographical piece of writing] […]. I cannot be merely an objective researcher” (Miroiu and Miclea 2005, 17). Reflecting on how the personal narrative and the process of self-narration have been impacted by the regime, Miroiu acknowledges her moral responsibility for the past and the mixture of private and public layers of memory. Grounding her autobiographical endeavor in gender studies and professional development contexts, Miroiu uses her narrative as an example of the path taken by post-1989 Eastern European feminists. She examines her own personal evolution, clearly describing the elements that separate but also bring together those who experienced the communist regime. Her narrative of a feminist’s intellectual development was made possible and sparked by both temporal distance and the overcoming of post-communist topics. What is innovative about her autobiographical narrative is her ability to connect self-development, professional interests, and the international context. Exploring the past becomes a tool of memory used to sketch autobiographical tendencies rather than a predefined lens through which to read her life narrative – one that includes victims and perpetrators, paradigms of memory, mechanisms of coping with the past, and attempts to overcome it. Miroiu admits that she is tired of narratively taking herself back to communist times (2017, 127) and writes about her desire to forget how she felt back then, to leave behind her inner self during the communist period – a deliberate act through which new self-projections are made possible (Connerton 2008). Forgetting in this case means creating space, an act of self-censorship that allows Miroiu to change perspective, going from looking at the past to looking toward possible futures. However, she acknowledges that the communist regime affected and stole the first thirty-five years of her life, deeply impacting her autobiographical narrative.
 
            The autobiographical dialogue included in The R’E‍(a)‌st and the West and the reflections provided by her collaborator Mircea Miclea, the first witness to this performance of the self, require continuous self-assessment. Miroiu checks and rechecks her narrative, assesses how she expresses herself, and evaluates her autobiographical performativity, clearly identifying the moments when her writing takes leave of the aim of self-narration, pushing deeper into the territory of general assertion. In her self-narration, she notes and describes the factors related to the permeable borders of the realm of privacy and the painful memories they trigger. The communist system dramatically redefined privacy. Both the key events of private life and the details of everyday life were under state scrutiny and, after years of surveillance and control, what had previously been considered private became public. However, Miroiu’s autobiographical writings indicate that the borders of privacy created by resisting the regime’s intrusion were woven around an inner fight against the self’s dissolution into an amorphous collective anonymity. The relational self constituted a pillar of privacy during communist times; Miroiu’s circle of friends and relational privacy supported her inner resistance by offering her a core around which to construct her privacy.
 
            For Miroiu, what becomes difficult to reveal through self-narration is the background of unhappiness, self-degradation, and physical and moral asphyxiation she experienced in the last decade of the communist regime. She also finds it difficult to address her moral responsibility, especially as there is a lack of public debate and collective memory exercises in this direction. The trauma and victim discourse that has dominated public memory discourse has proved to be a limiting instrument in dealing with past wrongs; furthermore, it denies the agency of the ordinary people facing abusive regimes of power. On the other hand, shared moral responsibility and feelings of shame include a limited, individual agency that is seldom exercised and therefore remains inactivated but that is accompanied by a measure of responsibility for past wrongs. The life writing analyzed here demonstrates the capacity of autobiographical works to challenge troubled memories and to connect different topics that extend and deepen the process of coming to terms with the communist past by including life stories and reassessing past events.
 
           
        
 
      
       
         
          8 Re-Working the Past through Life Writing: Herta Müller and the (Im)‍Possibility of Privacy
 
        
 
         
          Intrusion into the private sphere affected ordinary people’s lives and memories of public and private spaces. The public space was reshaped by the communist regime, and public and private relationships by its policies of surveillance and manipulation. Focusing on entangled narratives about the past that describe the extensive surveillance practiced by the Romanian secret police and the self-narration in autobiographical writing that resulted from personal knowledge of the surveillance and access to Securitate files, this chapter further explores the realm of privacy in life writing and in connection with the transformations that took place in the privacy of the self. In this chapter, I read autobiographical works as forms of self-narration influenced by their authors’ knowledge of the secret files’ existence and, in particular, by the extensive surveillance process to which their authors were subjected.
 
          The novels written by Herta Müller, the recipient of the 2009 Nobel Prize in Literature, engage with the violation of the inner space and human dignity inflicted by the abusive regime’s pervasive surveillance. Her fiction is often described as autofiction, and Müller has repeatedly pointed out that she cannot write directly “on a scale of one-to-one” (Müller 2003, 16 – 17) about past experiences and that words cannot summarize the past. .Her characters are inspired by her own personal experience with the communist regime and by that of her group of friends (Mitroiu 2019). Several critics have analyzed her works and consider her entire oeuvre to be a form of life writing (Marven 2013). Alongside her autofictional writings, Müller has taken an autobiographical approach in her volumes of essays – The King Bows and Kills (Der König verneigt sich und tötet; 2003), Always the Same Snow and Always the Same Uncle (Immer derselbe Schnee und immer derselbe Onkel; 2013), and My Fatherland was an Apple Seed (Mein Vaterland war ein Apfelkern; 2014a) – as well as in several interviews (2009, 2010b, 2014b, 2014c). This chapter examines the changes affecting autobiographical narratives and self-expression in life writing after years of close surveillance. It asks how Müller renegotiates the relationship between private and public in her life writing, what kinds of memories and experiences she considers to still be private, and how she redefines the privacy of the self.
 
          
            8.1 Surveillance and the Securitate’s files
 
            Widespread collaboration facilitated the persistence of the regime and its practices. The Securitate files show citizens’ willingness “to collude in authoritarian systems of power” (Lewis, Glajar, and Petrescu 2016, 7). The number of collaborators doubled from 1968 to 1989, with a high percentage of well-educated collaborators and an extremely high percentage of collaborators motivated by “political and patriotic feelings” – 97 %. The rest were recruited through financial offers or blackmail (Lewis, Glajar, and Petrescu 2016, 3 – 4). The opening of the Securitate archives raised a number of questions about the assumed status of collective victimization, albeit without any follow-through in public memory discourse (Petrescu 2018). Moreover, at least 40 % of former Securitate personnel were in fact assimilated into the post-1989 Romanian Intelligence Service, and a large percentage were rewarded with generous retirement pensions, well above those of the general population (Glajar 2013, 63).
 
            Many of those who accessed their files were shocked to find out that close friends had betrayed their trust. Recruitment was practiced by the Securitate on a large scale as a direct strategy of surveillance. Researchers questioned people’s willingness to collaborate, especially in the last decades of the communist regime, as during this period the motives for collaboration were clearly different from those of the 1950s and 1960s, when fear of imprisonment and torture dominated the collective mind. Discussing Herta Müller’s Romanian period and her experiences, Ernest Wichner speculates that those from his generation who became informers in the 1970s were motivated by their own interests (career, housing conditions, travel abroad, etc.), while in the 1980s, the repressive apparatus returned to its old practices of the 1950s, and the negative consequences of not collaborating again became an issue (Glajar and Brandt 2013, 51). On the other hand, the fact that the Securitate had a retreat strategy in place for the event that recruitment failed fuels doubts about former informers’ explanations for their inability to avoid collaboration. After 1965, the primary consequence for those who were not incarcerated and refused to inform was being placed under general surveillance (Albu 2008, 13 – 20). Nevertheless, when subversive attitudes or hostile manifestations toward the communist state were discovered, surveillance was extended, and negative consequences followed. Any potential informer was closely scrutinized to gather detailed information about their reliability, and a short profile that “went beyond any particular actions and instead attempted a totalizing portrait of the subject” was produced (Vătulescu 2010, 37).
 
            Technology played a complementary role in the surveillance process: radio transmissions, technical equipment, telephone and video monitoring, and mail screening. Many of those subjected to extensive surveillance were shocked to find out that, despite the shortages in 1980s Romania, significant funds had been allotted for surveillance technology. Regardless of the proactive steps they took to avoid the Securitate’s “ears,” commonly presumed to be hidden in the telephone, recordings of subjects’ private conversations were made through a network of microphones and recording technology that remained largely secret. Tapping devices produced a “steadier picture” of the suspect, and supplemented and refined previous information; synthesis reports made by high-ranking officers were added to the transcribed conversations (Vătulescu 2010, 49). This information was further supplemented by informers’ notes, which could add detail to the recordings. This posed a considerable challenge to the private space.
 
            The Securitate acted on the basis of protocols and directives that regulated the use of surveillance files. The Securitate opened an initial registration file when an individual’s actions or identification with a blacklisted category aroused its interest. The suspect’s behavior and attitudes identified during the initial stage of surveillance determined whether new complementary files (verification files, informative trailing files, pre-arrest and post-arrest files) were created. Certain actions and practices transformed the initial suspect into a criminal who was confronted with their own file after their arrest; the subject was then required to participate in the subsequent development of the file after their arrest. Surveillance provided the evidence for constituting the files that were subsequently transferred to the investigating authorities coordinating the interrogations (Vătulescu 2010, 35). The initial tracking of suspicious elements could easily be transformed into a detailed verification that encompassed various Securitate’s departments and operations: tailing, stakeouts, postal interception, surveillance technology, informers, and new recruitments, all utilized to ascertain suspected criminal activities. Based on ascertained or merely suspected criminal activity, the authorities proceeded to extensively document and register a person’s actions, whether or not they were connected to the initial speculations.
 
            The Securitate files were not limited to recording crimes but also attempted to cover “the extensive biography of the suspect,” creating a history of the suspect’s life, with the additional power to “radically alter the course of that life, and even to put a full stop to it” (Vătulescu 2010, 13). Such dossiers recount the story of the targeted subject, including private correspondence, personal writings, and diary pages; and of the people involved throughout the process: collaborators and informers (sources), and officers who summarized various texts or even wrote their own characterizations in the margins of the documents. The files reveal the officers and investigators who were involved in the various stages of surveillance, and they also provide information about the Securitate investigators’ backgrounds: their level of education, psychological traits, etc. The profile of the subject – an individual suspected of criminal activities or a potential informer – was the constant focus of the Securitate dossiers. Informers proved their willingness to collaborate not only by signing an agreement in this respect but, in particular, by writing their own autobiography, which became one component of the file. Surveillance and interrogation always returned to the subject’s acceptance of the autobiographical narrative created by the political police apparatus. The evidence and parts of this agreement were included in the newly established file: sworn statements, autobiographical characterizations, testimonials, reports, notes, etc. On the other hand, the victim’s signature on the documents verified by the Securitate investigators was the final mark that grounded the biographical creation of the self. It demonstrated that the perpetrator – through various coercive instruments – had persuaded the subject to appropriate the externally created biography and, consequently, to acknowledge his or her criminal actions. Secret police files are starting to be included in the broader domain of life writing as a form of non-fictional writing about people’s lives (Vătulescu 2010; Glajar, Lewis, and Petrescu 2016; Luca 2015). Such fragments of personal lives and stories are included in life writing despite their cold, dry, impersonal, bureaucratic nature and their limited, purpose-built, biased structure, which often mixes fact and fiction (Lewis, Glajar, and Petrescu 2016, 7).
 
           
          
            8.2 Entangled narrative constructions
 
            Herta Müller became a person of interest for the Securitate due to her association from 1972 with the Aktionsgruppe Banat, a group of ethnic German writers that included Richard Wagner, Ernest Wichner, William Totok, Johann Lippet, Gerhard Ortinau, and Rolf Bossert. Wichner states that the group name was related to their conviction that literature should have an activist impact on society and to their belief that society can change when there is a change in consciousness (Glajar and Brandt 2013, 37). The writers did not directly criticize the regime and its practices, although the group posed serious difficulties for the regime (Petrescu 2013, 65 – 67) due to its refusal to embrace the official ideology, due to its increasing visibility, and due to its “threefold identity, derived from ethno-cultural origin, literary program and left-oriented vision” (Petrescu 2015, 131). The arrests of several group members in 1975 under the false pretext of fraudulent border crossing was part of the Securitate’s extensive surveillance operation conducted to assemble evidence of their criminal conduct. The constant terror inflicted upon the group stressed and traumatized its members. Müller’s resistance and refusal to spy on her friends transformed her into a “dangerous element,” hostile to the Securitate and to the communist regime. The harassment, humiliating interrogations, and close surveillance resulted in the creation of a dossier on her that facilitated her arrest on criminal charges (Müller 2014a, 124 – 146). When Securitate officers attempted to enroll her as an informer, Müller was working in a factory, translating manuals for hydraulic machinery. The Securitate had a special interest in transforming her into one of its sources; she fitted the profile of the envisioned “deep informer” in a perfect position to provide valuable information as she had the same intellectual and ethnic background as the members of the group and she was familiar with it. She refused the proposed collaboration, and the harassment began at her workplace; it included the spreading of rumors about her being what she had refused to be – an informer – and continued with her dismissal and close surveillance. Müller attempted to find work as a private tutor, but the Securitate steadily harassed every family that hired her, leaving her without any income. When she started writing her own fiction, which attracted international literary interest, it further increased the scrutiny on her actions and thoughts. The psychological harassment was as efficient as the brutal physical violence practiced by the Securitate had been in its first decade of existence. The permanent surveillance, the mental stress, and the abusive interrogations generated a traumatic atmosphere, as Müller recounts in one of her interviews: “I did not have any stability and, unfortunately, I never knew what to expect the next day. I was always afraid that I would not be alive by the evening” (Müller 2010b). In 1987, shortly after one of her friends, Rolf Bossert, arrived in Germany and committed suicide while in a fragile emotional state caused by years of persecution and abuse, Müller left Romania with her then husband and her mother, requesting political asylum in Germany. The threats and harassment coordinated by Securitate officers continued in the years that followed.
 
            Writers and their works were closely scrutinized under the communist regime. Alongside surveillance data, personal information about the subject, informers’ reports, private letters, citizens’ reports, and officers’ comments, the writers’ files included photographs of manuscripts, fragments of published works, and literary reviews (Vătulescu 2010, 36). Müller’s file indicates that the Securitate’s sources were recruited from among professional acquaintances (poets, editors), from her circle of friends, and from the members of the Banater Landsmannschaft – a postwar organization formed by ethnic Germans in Romania to deal with the minority’s cultural, economic, social problems (Wagner 2000). They were tasked with translating her texts for the Securitate’s use, labeling them as unpatriotic or un-communist, and further discrediting Müller’s writings and her character, in line with the indications received from Directorate D within the Securitate, which was in charge of disinformation and defamation campaigns (Glajar 2013, 52). For example, Müller received permission to travel abroad and to participate in literary award ceremonies, but only because this was part of the strategy to provide grounds for the rumors that she had collaborated with the Securitate. Traveling to Western Europe was a privilege granted only to those who demonstrated their loyalty to the communist party and regime. This disinformation strategy was successful in the long term – when she arrived in Germany, Müller was interrogated under suspicion of being a Romanian spy – and remained so for at least two decades after the fall of communism.
 
            Müller’s suspicions about the extent of the collaboration were confirmed by her file; an extensive network of intellectuals, neighbors, and even friends contributed to her close surveillance. Reading her file, Müller found out about the use of advanced technical devices. This indicates that the efforts made by her group of friends to prepare themselves for the interrogations were in vain, as the Securitate listened to all their conversations in the private space of their homes. Müller’s file comprises 914 pages, and it is very plausible that her file (I233477, “Cristina”) was only partially declassified and made accessible. Müller recounts the impediments she encountered when trying to access her file in many of her interviews and dedicates an entire essay – “Cristina and her Double” – to the version of her created by the Securitate (Müller 2013a). She writes about the persistence of the former Securitate’s control over Romanian society and its institutions long after what was considered the end of communism in Romania; she even says that she found her file “deprived of substance” and suspects that the Securitate officers covered their tracks (Müller 2013a, 48). Entire episodes and even the existence of close friends was erased from her file. Significant information is missing, such as the attempt to recruit her as an informer, as well as the house searches and her traumatic encounters with Securitate officers (Petrescu 2013, 69 – 70). Probably the most shocking example of missing information and file alteration concerns her close friend Roland Kirsch (1960 – 1989), who, shortly after the group’s members left Romania, committed suicide while waiting to emigrate to Germany. Müller states in several of her essays and interviews that the Securitate killed him. Kirsch’s neighbors had heard raised voices and a commotion resembling a fight in his apartment right before he allegedly hanged himself. Furthermore, Kirsch’s parents received his death certificate very quickly, despite the usual bureaucratic difficulties and slowness of the procedure (Müller 2014a, 68). The fact that her file contains details about insignificant persons and non-memorable situations but no reference to Kirsch, who was one of her closest friends and with whom she shared information of considerable interest to the Securitate in the same house where all her conversations were recorded, confirms her suspicion about her desubstantiated file. This “cover-up” process is explained as a calculated measure to erase the evidence against Securitate officers, conveniently transforming the Securitate into a monster without any identifiable or accountable perpetrators (Müller 2013a, 58). Several experts have advocated that research using the archives must take into consideration that they were created to fulfill a specific role – usually fabricated based on an alleged, even paranoid narrative about criminal activity – and that the files must be read contextually and intertextually as well (Apor, Horváth, and Mark 2017;Kührer-Wielach and Nowotnick 2018). The fact that organizing access to the files in Romania was a long and difficult process lends weight to the suspicion that files were altered in the period immediately after 1989 and beyond.
 
            In her autobiographical discourse, Müller follows chronological and thematic lines: from her childhood and her early life in the Swabian community to the years of abuse and interrogation she experienced in her early adulthood. In her life writing, she reveals a strong connection between the restrictions she experienced during her childhood in her family and community, and the oppressive atmosphere that she perceived in Romanian communist society. The extensive autobiographical attention that she pays to her childhood is an opportunity for Müller to explain her early understanding of the external world, to convey the knowledge of totalitarian regimes that was transmitted to her intergenerationally, and to reveal a child-self dominated by her family but free from the abuse and control of the Securitate. Personal agency is retrospectively projected onto her childhood memories through life writing. Müller reworks her past experiences, regaining control by obtaining knowledge of various aspects of her life.
 
            She discusses her own interactions with the communist regime based on her understanding of power relations, the regime’s tactics to weaken and destroy social bonds, and the trauma and abuse inflicted through permanent surveillance, manipulation, brutal interrogations, and countless invasions of privacy. Her knowledge of abusive regimes of power was intergenerationally transmitted, as her family members experienced various forms of abuse or were actors in the abuses committed by totalitarian regimes: her father was a former Waffen-SS soldier, her mother was deported to Ukrainian camps as an ethnic German, her grandfather was deprived by the communists of his property and business, and her grandmother lost her son during the war. Paying attention to the other family members’ traumas – the “phantom pains” dwelling in the realms of memories (Müller 2013a, 36) – Müller recounts her grandfather’s wise thoughts about how people seem to always let themselves be easily seduced by “the trumpet” of totalitarian regimes – hence the resistance she mounted against the communist regime’s control and collaboration practices:
 
             
              My grandfather had been a soldier in the First World War. He knew what he was talking about when he said, often and embittered, in reference to his son Matz: When the flags start to flutter, common sense slides right into the trumpet. This warning also applied to the following dictatorship, which I experienced. Every day you could see the common sense of the profiteers, both big and little, sliding right into the trumpet. The trumpet I decided not to blow. (Müller, 2013b, 27)
 
            
 
            Müller writes that, in her early years as a student, she decided that she needed to keep a low profile so as not to draw the regime’s attention, even if this meant not having her achievements acknowledged and not being promoted under any circumstances (Müller 2013a, 118; Müller 2014a, 27). This practice was adopted by many of the citizens from Central and Eastern Europe when facing the same gap between their own ideals and the practices of abusive regimes of power: “keeping themselves just below the radar, making themselves invisible and inaudible, with the ultimate hope of passing unwritten” (Vătulescu 2010, ix). Müller writes that this tactic failed as she started to make choices and to express her options: choosing her friends according to her inner constitution and therefore making herself visible through her association with a group that was already being targeted by the Securitate. Müller recounts how, when the Securitate tried to recruit her as an informer, she envisioned the conflict that would take place between her own narrative and the informer narrative that the Securitate wanted to imprint on her, which would transform her in line with its own ideology and interests (Müller 2014a, 70 – 71). She writes that she rejected the proposed informer status and refused to spy or report on her friends. She details the splitting of the self that she perceived as threatening her inner life, grounding her decision in her profound understanding of the rupture in her autobiographical narrative that would have been brought about if she had assumed the status of informer.
 
           
          
            8.3 Her double: The creation and its afterlife
 
            Müller establishes a direct relationship between the extent of police collaboration among Romanian writers and their belated attempts to make a clear cut with past practices, as they were too muddled up with the dictatorship (Müller 2010). In her interviews, she discusses her thoughts about Romanian writers’ collaboration with the regime, its repercussions on her own life, and her displacement (Müller 2010a; 2014b; 2014c). Cristina Petrescu argues that the majority of Romanian intellectuals adopted a passive attitude toward the regime and that
 
             
              the worst consequence of this self-assumed risk of resisting the cultural policy of the regime was professional marginalization, as upward mobility in any career was not merit-based but controlled by the party-state. The secret police put many of these intellectuals reluctant to pay lip service to the party-state under surveillance but never harassed them; the apolitical “resistance through culture” was a strategy tolerated by the communist regime. (Petrescu 2013, 66)
 
            
 
            Collaboration practices affected social bonds, replacing them with mistrust and suspicion: anyone could be an informer, anyone could be a victim of the regime’s abuses. Müller writes about a time in her life when she did not know what was real – even with regard to ordinary events in her life – and what had been staged by Securitate to obtain specific effects and results. She testifies, both in her writings and interviews, about feeling trapped in an impossible situation and about her limited agency: she never knew who was spying on her, what was being said about her, and when another interrogation would be forced upon her. The relationship between her fear and writing grew exponentially over time (Müller 2014a, 27 – 28). Often, she was simply picked up on the street and interrogated in unexpected places so that the Securitate could make the impression that it fully controlled the physical space, with interrogation rooms all over the place. It thus had full control over her existence. Threats against her life were commonly used during interrogations and during the “random” encounters with the Securitate’s officers. Its spatial control extended into the private space of the home. Müller writes that on many occasions she had proof that Securitate officers were entering her house whenever they pleased, even leaving visible signs for her to find – such as repeatedly leaving behind cuttings of fox fur, an image that she took and used in her novel The Fox Was Ever the Hunter (Der Fuchs war Damals Schon Der Jäger; 1986) – to increase her fear and heighten her sense of insecurity (Müller 2013a, 57, 80; 2014a, 87 – 88). She describes how she and her then husband Wagner could not help but think that the food they were eating might have been poisoned. Their apartment lost its intimacy, and they feared the surveillance – even though they did not know about the hidden microphones exposing all their intimate gestures at that time – the Securitate’s manipulation tactics, and the control it had over their lives. She writes that she felt as exposed in her own room as if she were outside and that staying at home did not offer any protection; the home was not private anymore (Müller 2014a, 87). The entire surveillance network significantly contributed to the generalized fear governing her life.
 
            During interrogations, various pieces of information – some of them considered private – were used to confront the suspect and to create pressure in order to reveal the “hidden truth” sought by the Securitate. Müller recounts her efforts to pay special attention to all the details that could be used during the interrogations against her or her friends. She tried to control her answers, their quantity, and their quality, including her silences. She never knew whether an interrogation would end with her walking on the empty streets or with her arrest, as some of her friends had already experienced the latter. Her accounts of interrogations reveal the fear and terror that dominated her life but also how the Securitate officers constructed humiliating gender narratives. Components of her identity were targeted by the regime in several attempts to alienate her, introducing ruptures and tainting her options for self-narration. Her own self was sliding out from under her control; the regime used parts of her identity (ethnicity, gender) to rewrite her autobiography. Officers made depreciative comments about her ethnic identity, criticizing her for being a foreigner eating Romanian bread, spying, and conspiring on behalf of her real country. However, the vilifying nature of the verbal abuse increased when they targeted her gender: she was the only woman in the group, and the Securitate officers therefore insulted her by calling her a “whore” and accusing her of having sexual relations with all her friends (Müller 2013a, 54 – 56).In My Fatherland, Müller remarks that group sex was an accusation only used to target her and that her friends, when subjected to the same abusive interrogations, were never accused of or questioned about such practices. Therefore, her supposed sexual activity was only related to her status as a woman (Müller 2014a, 93 – 94). She recounts an episode in which an officer began verbally abusing her from the moment she was brought into the interrogation chamber using the appellative “whore” and then continued to incriminate her, speaking about her supposed various sexual activities, inventing names of lovers, presenting these fabrications as reality, and furthermore threatening her with sexual abuse from multiple men – while she heard a woman screaming in the background during what she could only assume was torture and rape (Müller 2014a, 88 – 90). Müller writes that, during the interrogation, she hoped and repeated to herself that the women’s screams were only a recording played to frighten her. The way in which she and her friends were picked up off the street – on their way to the market, to the dressmaker, etc. – increased her fears for her life and safety. She could disappear without anyone noticing or being able to do anything about it or be drowned in a river (as the officers threatened her), and her death would be ruled a suicide (Müller 2013a, 54). The communist regime denied practicing political persecution, the Securitate thus had to try to manufacture criminal records. She was never accused of any anti-regime attitudes or actions during her interrogations, and her refusal to inform was never used as a reason for her interrogations. Müller testifies about having feelings of estrangement during the interrogations, as she sensed that the invented biographical narrative describing her life, thoughts, and motivation was being forced upon her (Müller 2003, 170 – 171).
 
            In many of her writings and interviews, Müller denounces the creation of her “double,” describing the Securitate’s systematic efforts to fabricate various deceitful portraits: 1) the portrait of a criminal – a parasite without a job, active on the black market, a prostitute paid by Arab student clients in cosmetics and nylon stockings, and a spy for the BND (the Bundesnachrichtendiest, the German foreign intelligence service) – always used in her interrogations; 2) the portrait of an informer – as part of the Securitate’s disinformation network of sources both in Romania and abroad; 3) the portrait of a non-patriot and a traitor – in the creation of which the representatives of the Swabian community played a significant role; this was a portrait that was maintained and that even intensified after she left Romania and gained visibility as a writer. Her “double” produced a narrative of the self constructed by the Securitate that competed with and surpassed Müller’s own personal narrative. However, having informer status did not prevent the Securitate from creating and imposing biographical narratives on its informers either. The person recruited as a source or informer “was suddenly in the position to supplement” the biographies created by the Securitate with details, but without any power to intervene in the assigned status of being “a surveilled object whose biography was being ultimately written by the police” (Vătulescu 2010, 38).
 
            The Securitate forced Müller’s dismissal from the factory and then accused her afterward of parasitism during traumatic interrogations, of being guilty of not having a job, a criminal offence punishable with imprisonment or with forced labor at one of the country’s massive construction sites. Her criminal profile was created with a clear purpose (Müller 2014a, 90 – 92). Katherine Verdery, another woman who wrote extensively about the identity invented for her by the Securitate, also finds evidence in her file that shows that the Securitate began preparing for her possible arrest and criminal charges during her 1988 visit to Romania (2018, 170).Müller writes that she feared a criminal trial based on false evidence and blackmailed witnesses as much as she feared disappearing without a trace following her “abductions” from the street by the Securitate officers. The creation of her “double” started immediately after she refused to be an informer. The harassment and the stressful atmosphere at her workplace began with her being banned from the office and the manager’s daily questions about her willingness to search for a new job in an attempt to force her out of the factory. She found herself without an office, and her friend cleared a corner of her desk to accommodate her. However, the denigrating rumors about her informer status succeeded in socially isolating her, causing the rest of her colleagues to avoid her without giving her the chance to defend herself (Müller 2014a, 42 – 44, 46 – 48). Müller writes that one can defend oneself against an attack, but there is nothing one can do against libel:
 
             
              Every day I prepared myself for anything, including death. But I couldn’t cope with this perfidy. No preparation made it bearable. Libel stuffs you with filth; you suffocate because you can’t defend yourself. In the eyes of my colleagues I was exactly what I had refused to become. If I had spied on them, they would have trusted me without the slightest hesitation. In essence they were punishing me because I had spared them. (Müller 2013c, 22)
 
            
 
            Social mistrust went hand in hand with punishment for being different, for not being contaminated by the same practices of compromise and collaboration. Müller discusses the relational self as being targeted by the Securitate’s tactics of manipulation and control. Verdery describes Romanian society back then as “a society with a civic culture of mistrust” and writes about its “pervasiveness and secrecy among Romanians” (2018, 65, 90). Many colleagues and acquaintances condemned Müller’s naïveté and even stupidity in refusing the proposed collaboration and directly provoking further abuse from the Securitate; they therefore blamed her for not embracing the usual behavior and practices of collaboration, dissimulation, and duplicity.
 
            Reading her “desubstantiated” file documents, Müller discovered only two different personas: the enemy of the communist state, surveilled under her code name, “Cristina,” and the fabricated “double,” an alleged agent or collaborator of the Securitate, a fake persona used to discredit her; her file did not include any references to her criminal activities on the black market. Slander hijacks one’s inner self, adding a new layer of anxiety to the lack of personal agency (Müller 2013a, 52). At the end of her essay “Cristina and Her Double,” Müller writes about the frightening feeling that this dummy created and sustained by the Securitate has its own existence, its own independence, which it has gained over time, which has been grounded by the Securitate’s practices, and which, despite Müller’s continuous struggle against abusive regimes of power, continues “to travel this world” (Müller 2013a, 75). She repeatedly confronted the double that had been created during the interrogations; choosing to speak when interrogated meant addressing the fabrication created by the Securitate, their narrative about her personal self. She writes that, as a defendant, one needs to remove oneself and confront the fictional self forged by the Securitate, without mistaking the fake self for the real one (Müller 2003, 170 – 171). In the impossible situation in which she lived, Müller found that the solution was utilizing her agency to express herself in opposition to the biography created by the Securitate; she kept a close eye on the creation of her double and tried to defend herself by scrutinizing every move with the same vigilance practiced by the Securitate.
 
           
          
            8.4 The privacy of the relational self
 
            Müller describes the core of her inner strength in relation to the regime and also the source of her disappointment and moral suffering as being woven around the relational self. She explores three different but connected manifestations of the relational self, 1) through the power relations between her self-narration and the external forces that forged a rigid frame limiting her narrative and changing its substance; 2) through relationships of friendship and loyalty, despite the social mistrust instilled by the communist regime and involving layers of privacy and intimacy; and 3) through self-reflexivity as a connection with past events, attempting to understand the past as it was, her own actions and thoughts, and their reverberations through time.
 
            The first form involves personal beliefs, values, and life principles, constituting what Müller presents as a personal boundary against the regime and expressed in a condensed form in the phrase she used when she first refused to be turned into an informer: “I don’t have the character for this” (Müller 2014a, 44 – 45). Remaining true to oneself is a topic to which Müller often returns when writing or speaking about people collaborating with abusive regimes of power (Müller 2014a, 58). Despite the officers’ threats and her colleagues’ predictions that she would regret her decision, Müller recounts that she never had second thoughts about refusing to collaborate and that, by acting the way she did, her life remained in the order she desired (Müller 2014a,48): there had been no split in her self-narrative. She acknowledges that if she had signed the collaboration papers, she would have become a different person, undermining her relationship with her inner self, acting against her own way of being and thinking, and leading to feelings of remorse that would have been impossible to live with (Müller 2003; 2013a; 2014a).
 
            Her relationships with others dominate her experiences of various abuses and the general fear governing everyday life in communist Romania. She writes that love, which creates the closest relationship between people, also facilitates the greatest treason and can poison all that is intimate. She perceives moments of happiness in those times as personal gains that she made in spite of the communist regime (Müller 2013a, 45). Small moments of joy were possible only in the small areas of privacy that remained untouched and uncontrolled. However, this “improvised” happiness was always experienced and mixed with a feeling of urgency, as the danger of treason steadily encroached upon those private and much-protected feelings. After reading her file, Müller realized that even this happiness, “stolen” from under the regime’s control, was being “recorded” by the Securitate, while the private space of home – which housed the small acts of privately shared happiness – was in fact being packed full of microphones. Müller writes that they never suspected that the Securitate were recording everything, even their bedroom conversations (Müller 2013a, 47, 60 – 61).
 
            Müller’s relationships with her friends include those with the members of the Aktionsgruppe Banat – “the friends” with whom she shared her entire “surveilled” life in all its misery and fear-driven anxiety – and Jenny – her long-time friend and the only one of her factory coworkers who supported her when the persecution orchestrated by the Securitate began. The Securitate’s interest in Jenny is noted in Müller’s file at the end of 1984, and Müller writes that she found proof in her files that their friendship was not tainted by the Securitate until her friend visited her in Germany with the mission of finding out about her daily habits in order to facilitate the Securitate’s future attempts to silence her. In this light, Müller notes that finding out that her friend’s treason was what she already knew it to be was a blessing, as it testified to the true nature of their friendship during the traumatic experiences of the harassment. Having lived in those times and knowing what she knew about the past, she learned to moderate her expectations, searching for small elements of purity in events blemished by Jenny’s collaboration agreement (Müller 2013a, 62 – 63). Müller points to the relational self as a barricade, protecting her privacy and self-narration. Without glimpses of truthfulness in human relations, the “double” constructed by the Securitate’s tactics of oppression, misinformation, and terror could prevail over her own self-narrative. Her friendship with Jenny escaped the Securitate’s control due to the reductive gender approach practiced by this instrument of the regime in a still patriarchal society. In the introduction to their volume Secret Police Files from the Eastern Bloc, Alison Lewis, Valentina Glajar, and Corina L. Petrescu write that women were underrepresented in the secret police forces and among informers, as they were traditionally considered to be “unreliable” (Lewis, Glajar, and Petrescu 2016, 4). Writing about female anti-communist dissidents and secret police collaborators, Lavinia Stan also points out that spying remained a “boys’ club” (2014, 80 – 97). Verdery writes about how informers split themselves (complicit and duplicitous) and about the role that gender might have played in this: “Since the majority of informers were male, I also wonder if this feminine pronoun helped to alienate them even further from themselves and the work they did” (2018, 211). Müller’s friendship with Jenny was considered an apolitical relationship between two women preoccupied only with clothes and fashion (Müller 2014a, 49 – 50) – as much as fashion was possible in the gray palette of the Romanian market. Müller writes that this friendship bolstered her inner strength; it allowed her to simply be a young woman with ordinary interests who enjoyed naive small talk, taking some pressure off her (Müller 2003, 96). Jenny knew about the Securitate’s harassment – which she avoided by virtue of being the daughter of a party official, who also opposed their friendship – and listened to Müller’s stories, but never expressed her desire to learn more or to meet Müller’s group of friends (Müller 2014a, 103 – 114).
 
            On the other hand, Müller writes that she had extensive knowledge of the experiences that her friends in the Aktionsgruppe Banat had had with the regime: they were interrogated and abused, their homes searched, and their private writings (letters, poetry, and fiction) confiscated or destroyed. They discussed everything, including the interrogations to which they were subjected, trying to support each other and to devise strategies to resist the Securitate’s tactics of manipulation and disinformation. They even wrote down “minutes” of their interrogations, trying to memorize the details of the discussions and all the information exchanged during each encounter with the Securitate officers in order to help each other prepare for the next one. None of them betrayed their friendship; they all demonstrated solidarity when facing the secret police (Petrescu 2013, 68), although afterward some of them were too damaged by the repeated abusive encounters with the brutality of the communist regime to continue their lives and turned to suicide. Their private relationships were exposed to external destructive forces as they became targets of the political regime (Müller 2014a, 76). They remained loyal to each other; they shared their growing fear and kept it under control through their mutual support. Müller saw and supported her friends through the lowest moments of their lives, and they saw her and her struggle, as through their closeness they mirrored each other’s fears. They were the first to listen to each other about the suffering and the terror inflicted by the Securitate upon each and every one of them (Müller 2014a, 79). Müller writes that, when under close surveillance, the only friends who remain are those who are in the same situation as the subject of surveillance. The friends of an individual targeted by the Securitate ended up being considered enemies of the regime or being turned into informers. Reading her file (Müller 2014a, 115 – 123), Müller found out that the only neighbors who continued to speak to her at the time were those who had been tasked with informing on her daily schedule and spying on her. It was wise to treat all new acquaintances as possible sources sent by the Securitate.
 
            Müller recounts how she began writing, which she attributes to the unbearable external pressure being exerted on her private self. Whenever she felt she could not cope with what she experienced, she turned to writing in order to generate order and understanding, which made the fear manageable (Müller 2014a, 80 – 85). Müller explores this need for beauty in a world dominated by shades of gray and deprivation; beauty became more necessary in private writing as official language was sterile and hostile (Müller 2014a, 54). Privacy was systematically encroached upon, and the connection between the personal and the public domain was abolished; the personal did not find its place anywhere in the public sphere dominated by the regime. She felt that beauty was necessary in order to connect with the inner self. Müller describes how she even performed a ritual of cherishing her external beauty before her traumatic interrogations: she put on her makeup with exemplary care and wore her best clothes as a gesture of respect for her own person. The fact that she “did not let herself go” was a gesture of display addressed at the investigators (Müller 2014a, 54 – 55). She reconstructed her privacy with her relational self and the creative mechanism of carving out an alternative reality as its center,
 
            In writing, Müller returns to traumatic experiences from her past, exploring her relationship with its events and their intertwined narratives further. Those subject to the Securitate’s surveillance practices adopted some of them. Müller asserts that imprinting every situation one experienced in one’s mind, recording in detail the experience itself with the same thoroughness as the Securitate, was a survival mechanism; every inch of one’s life had to be compared with those recorded by the Securitate through its sources. Therefore, being under surveillance changed everything and divided every day into mini-sequences that needed to be memorized as accurately as the regime recorded them (Müller 2003, 168). The connection imposed between the subject of surveillance and the pursuer leads the surveilled individual to adapt their own life to reflect the pursuer’s tactics. There is no need for the pursuer to be constantly present; the fear generated permeates every aspect of someone’s life (Müller 2014a, 167 – 169). Müller testifies about the impact that surveillance had on her own attention to the details of her surroundings. She used the same practice of memorizing details both during the interrogations she underwent, while she was being questioned to the point of insanity about past events, conversations, and people (Mitroiu 2019), and as a device to help her better control the fear governing her daily life.
 
            Müller was subjected to surveillance that was traumatic due to the way that it invaded her privacy and because of the strategies of manipulation and disinformation used to target her public image alongside the terrifying and humiliating interrogations. All of it was intended as a display of the Securitate’s power over her life. She learned to scrutinize every millimeter of her life with the same accuracy as the instrument of abuse and terror used on the Securitate’s victims. She writes how, living under an abusive regime of power, she lent on the beauty of phrases to provide her with support facing life’s bitterness (Müller 2014a, 32). She repeatedly recounts in her interviews how, even after she left Romania, she did not write because she wanted to but because she had no other option; she could not live any other way and needed words to understand and place her past experiences in order, as back then she did not have the time and peace to process them.
 
            In her life writing, she testifies about the continuous efforts she made to counter the abuse employed by totalitarian regimes. Her method allows the reader to take a close look at what remained of her privacy in communist Romania in later years; she reveals the effects of surveillance and abuses on her private self. Through her self-reflexive understanding of the past and its long-lasting effects, she describes, both in her fiction and in her life writing, the intimacy of trauma. One such moment of this “intimacy of trauma” acknowledged in her life writing is her suicidal ideation (Müller 2014a, 66). Müller reveals that she was so mentally tired of the Securitate’s harassment that she seriously considered and planned her suicide; she found the perfect place to drown herself in a river, and even found the right stones to put in her pockets (Müller 2014a, 118 – 119). She describes a beautiful spring day and the euphoria she experienced when she realized that she could easily escape the suffocating web cast around her by the Securitate’s control tactics. Müller toyed with her clever disappearance strategy in her mind when facing the Securitate investigator and his monstrousness in the solitude of the interrogation room. Her own death became something she would be able to control before the Securitate made good on its threats. This empowered her – “a victory” – to such an extent that she forgot that taking this revenge would also mean acting against her own existence. Perceiving her agency while facing death and taking the first steps in this direction – choosing the river, the exact place and the exact stones, covering the physical space, and repeating the gestures and the movements in her mind – was empowering. The stones became symbols of this palpable escape route: “Now we knew each other, I knew them, and they knew me, and I also knew that when in need we’d find each other again” (Müller 2014a, 119).Through an extensive process of self-reflection, reading past experiences through various angles and lenses, Müller processes the long-term effects of living under surveillance during abusive regimes of power in her writing.
 
           
        
 
      
       
         
          9 Conclusion: Realms of Privacy
 
        
 
         
          The personal narratives of the women in my family reveal a story of privacy embedded within the private space and in private relationships. My husband’s grandmother, who wrote poems for her soldier father, married a doctor, never took a job, raised three children, and refused to leave her family home and garden in the last twenty years of her life. She found out in the 1950s that her beloved father, who had survived the war, had died in a Romanian prison, accused of being an “enemy of the regime.” After her children had grown up, she secluded herself in the family home. She reduced her interactions to her private universe: family, friends, and her limited private space; she protected herself against the outside world. Books were her allies, as she only explored the outside world through her reading. Her daughter, my mother-in-law, vividly remembers the moment when she saw her mother cry for the first time as a former detainee came to bring the news of her grandfather’s death. They never discussed this trauma, not even in the private space of the family. My mother-in-law became a French teacher and, like her mother before her, took refuge in reading books and protecting the familial space. My mother, like many other women, utilized her relational privacy to obtain information and exercise her agency by defying the regime’s control over her body. The relational self played an essential role in resisting the regime’s actions and eluding the regime’s control. Katherine Verdery describes how the Securitate labeled her as a spy by identifying her lack of social support in the Romanian context: “someone who has no one to defend her […], a social isolate whose connections can be manipulated” (Verdery 2018, 132). Privacy, whatever its form, was connected with various embodiments of personal agency, and the relational self was its main support.
 
          By surveying narratives of the past and public memory discourses, this book has provided a comprehensive analysis of the processes of Romanian women’s self-narration embedded within life writing that recollects the communist past. It has taken the intersection between self-narration and major political and social events as a starting point to analyze the realms of privacy and the forms of agency that resulted from personal encounters with abusive regimes of power. The first premise that informed this research was that the autobiographical self stems from the private sphere (private relationships, the private space, the private body) and can become public through life writing. The second argument is that patterns of intimacy are radically reshaped under abusive regimes of power and have a deep influence upon the subject’s sense of self. I have also considered the lives of others when analyzing self-referential writings as their privacy may be exposed in public autobiographies as well. I have thus analyzed autobiographical writing as the tangled result of self-narration, self-construction, self-expression, and self-reflection in various political and social contexts, each defined by their various patterns of privacy. The survey I carried out at the beginning revealed three dimensions of privacy, which have been used throughout this book as a lens through which to read in-depth case studies. For each chapter, I have discussed changes to patterns of privacy resulting from political, social, and economic pressure by looking at autobiographical narratives. Despite the communist regime’s abusive intrusion into private life, the private realm was constructed at a personal level around various elements, away from the vigilant eyes of the regime and ranging from human relationships to language as a field of intimacy. I have examined and evaluated relational privacy throughout this book and have directly identified cases where the relational self dominated the realms of privacy. Various narratives illustrate the difficulty of rendering the private self accessible to the public through autobiographical writing, and self-censorship plays a crucial role in this respect, especially when traumatic past events are involved. Moreover, self-referential writing reveals the complexity of the relationship between the private self and public image. The intertwined narratives of the personal and historical past indicate that there have been various changes to and redefinitions of the agency resulting from personal encounters with abusive regimes of power, ranging from narrative agency, retrospectively projected through autobiographical writing; to communicative agency, resulting from the performativity of testimony and the mediation of memory; and shared agency, based on collaborative involvement in creating spaces of memory commemorating the victims of past abuses.
 
          The Romanian communist regime is generally known for its longevity (it survived for almost half a century), its brutal annihilation of its political opponents, especially during its first two decades, its tactics of surveillance, the social degradation it caused in the 1980s, and the long-lasting impact it had on the social and economic levels of society. Testimony and narratives of the past that recollect personal experiences from a specific period have often revealed conflicting memories and interpretations of the past. In Romania, they have been extensively exploited by the media, like in the case of data from survey polls that show that nostalgia for the communist past is still something that ranks highly in people’s attitudes about this period (Mitroiu 2016, 755 – 756). Moreover, the master narrative of victimization commonly adopted in public memory discourse about the communist past has discouraged genuinely open debates and arguments supporting a polyphonic narrative of the past. Due to the chronological distance and the active involvement of collaborative projects addressing the communist past in researching and calibrating the framework of East Central European memory and history, a nuanced, polyphonic narrative of the past has taken shape in the last decade. In line with the noticeable “gender sensitivity” of the process of remembering communism, several studies have explored the inclusion of women’s narratives in the public memory discourse addressing the past (Mitroiu 2020). Women’s self-narration in autobiographical writings addressing the communist past continues to be a fruitful field of study, and this book’s aim has been to develop its arguments at the intersection between life writing and memory studies by inquiring into women’s privacy and agency under the Romanian communist regime.
 
          The communist regime’s control over the lives of ordinary people and its policies targeting the separation of the public and private spheres reduced privacy to personal space, relationships, and their associated practices. Even at this level, privacy was repeatedly recalibrated through fractal distinction as the communist regime’s surveillance directly affected private relationships and invaded the private space of the family home. Public self-expression was also under the scrutiny of the regime, and duplicity was commonplace. The family and the close circle of friends supported the construction of the private space where communal knowledge was forged by sharing experiences of clashes with the regime and contact with everyday hardship, constructing a “parallel culture” (Yurchak 1997). It was also the root that supported and fed individual agency. Autobiographical writing, whatever its primary focus – be it testimony about communist prison experiences, everyday life in communism, professional development, understanding the past – show how privacy was redefined and how focus shifted from the public space to the relational aspects of individual lives.
 
          When life writing addresses traumatic experiences, self-narration becomes a powerful form of agency in relation to the past. Women’s testimony about their traumatic experiences of the Romanian communist regime demonstrates a fully assumed agency that they practiced on the basis of communicative performance and by revealing themselves to others; it also calls on others to listen empathetically. I have pursued three different levels in my analysis of life writing directly addressing past abuses: 1) the motivation behind life writing that generates communicative agency; 2) the privacy of the self in relation to various forms of agency generated by prison experiences; 3) the processing of trauma and resilience through self-narration. I have shown that there is a correlation between the performativity of the self and the relationships established between the three voices that are heard in the narrative: author, narrator, and protagonist. Life writing explores both trauma and resilience, and the impact that they had on the self, in a process of constant renegotiations at this level, thereby accessing different realms of privacy – through the relational self, through inner life and self-imposed discipline, through the agency exercised, etc. The shared experience of trauma and the agency exercised in dealing with the communist regime become the driving forces behind testimony in life writing.
 
          The second development in agency identified in this book relates to the understanding of memory as a form of justice. Discussing the challenges and difficulties of opposing the communist regime, I have defined the public/private distinction as a site of confrontation and power relations. Life writing reveals the interconnections between public image and self-expression. For those who directly confronted the communist regime and got involved in the political and social changes that took place after the fall of communism, public image was a memory constructed around their previous efforts and achievements. Autobiographical narrative comes to complement and correct public image when necessary. Shared agency, practiced by creating public spaces of memory in which it becomes possible to empathetically listen to traumatic testimony, exceeds the individual level and underpins communicative agency, transforming the privacy of the self and recalibrating the realms of privacy. Therefore, the core of self-expression shifts from the relational privacy and linguistic privacy practiced during the communist period to shared agency.
 
          My survey of women’s life writing focusing on the last two decades of the communist regime has identified everyday life as one of the most detailed topics addressed by authors, mainly by detailing women’s social and living conditions, and gender and sexual relationships. Under difficult circumstances – material shortages, endless efforts to address basic daily needs, the control exerted over their bodies by family planning policies – women’s privacy was again reduced to the familial space. The emancipation and equal rights that had been propagated were forgotten, although for many women access to education and inclusion in the workforce represented major positive steps. However, when discussing professional competitiveness and access to high-ranking positions, the gender dimension proves to have been decisive in shaping women’s career paths. The regime’s constraints reduced women’s agency and forced them to create new forms of the privacy of the self and even redefined patterns of intimacy. However, women developed their privacy outside the private space of the family by establishing new practices that involved friends and networks of acquaintances, who provided easily accessible forms of support in dealing with everyday life challenges. The private world had the family’s necessities at its center and developed around the need for basic goods, and the privacy of the self involved women’s personal network of friends and relatives. The same communicative responsibility in facing everyday life challenges was at work when, in the case of an unwanted pregnancy, the woman’s body became a public matter of interest: informal networks and information registers were activated. Life writing demonstrates that, despite the limited privacy of everyday life under communism, women created alternative forms of agency and privacy. The relational self was utilized, defining self-construction and survival strategies.
 
          Due to a lack of public discussion and acknowledgement of responsibility for the past in memory discourse, women have processed their personal need to discuss responsibility for the past through life writing as part of their self-expression by acknowledging the personal shame they feel about the communist past. Life writing shows how the private self is explored with regard to relational privacy during communism and as a consequence of a lack of discussion about collective responsibility during the post-communist years. Shared responsibility requires the development of a collective process of reflection that could result from individual acts and practices, and that would meet a collective need to deal with the past. Nevertheless, life writing demonstrates that reflecting on the entanglements between regimes of power and self-narration is a difficult and even painful process that requires the presence of others as empathetic listeners. Through fractal distinction, various levels of the privacy of the self are rendered public, and the process itself encourages and sustains the creation of shared narratives of the past.
 
          The privacy of the relational self draws on personal inner strength in the face of abusive regimes of power. By exploring power relations, interhuman relationships, and self-reflexivity, this book has revealed several manifestations of the relational self. The surveillance practiced by abusive regimes of power traumatizes individuals due to the way that it invades privacy, manipulates, and spreads disinformation. When privacy is traumatically invaded, the process of rendering the self visible to others through life writing constructs a narrative controlled by its author that contrasts with the narratives that have been imposed by those in power. Revealing the intimacy of trauma is part of the self-narration process and adds new layers to manifestations of the relational self as it reveals the connections between the author and her readers. By means of mediation and narrative performativity, Romanian women’s life writing reveals the “multidimensionality of communist experience” (Topouzova 2018). It can help to shape memory discourse about the communist past, reopen the discussion about collective responsibility, and support alternative narratives of the past, acting as a “holding environment” (Gilmore 2017, 5) for inclusive discourses of memory, grounded in collaborative and shared responsibility and agency.
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