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The present work complements the academic work undertaken within the undergraduate and 

master's studies, dedicated to the Aiud penitentiary. As a social construct of the modern world, the 

prison has the role of surveillance, re-education, and social reintegration for those who do not 

comply with the norms or laws. The totalitarian regimes and, essentially, the communist regimes 

used this institution to punish opponents, real or imaginary, transforming the penitentiary system 

into a space of physical and mental repression. 

According to Michel Foucault's theory, power is extraterritorial, and the state is not a 

megamachine that contains the other powers but appears as a general effect or result of some 

interactive structures and wheels located in different planes1. From this perspective, the present 

research analyzes, diachronically and synchronically, how the metamorphosis of relations within the 

power structures that interacted with the Aiud penitentiary determined, in one form or another, the 

penitentiary regime of those imprisoned here. 

The carceral regime of the political detainees imprisoned in the Aiud penitentiary was not 

established only by the prison commanders but was processed following the interaction and 

relationship between state policies and transferred through the institutions, which tried to develop 

and imprint on the prison unit. The repressive policy was not only the result of the will of the state 

but also, on the one hand, the interpretation of the institutions and, on the other hand, the degree of 

understanding of the site. 

In this configuration, an important role was played by the type of relationships resulting 

from the competition, contestation, and continuous negotiation of the powers exercised by the 

various systems that interacted with the Aiud penitentiary. In this sense, I nuanced the role and place 

of the Aiud penitentiary in the interference of wheels and structures between the Ministry of 

Justice/Interior, the General Directorate of Penitentiaries/General Directorate of People's Security, 

and the Prosecutor's Office/Prosecution. 

In accordance with what was explained, the first level of analysis conceptually investigated 

oppression, determining and determined by the mechanisms, practices, and methods (form, duration, 

intensity) of the power structures that established and defined the penitentiary regime of those 

imprisoned at Aiud. The implementation of oppressive policies was achieved gradually, and with 

                                                   
1 Michel Foucault, A supraveghea și a pedepsi. Nașterea închisorii, Editura Humanitas, București, 1997, p. 11.   
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the syncopes related to any transformation, the research followed, in this sense, the many aspects 

regarding the conditions of the cells, the diet, the medical assistance, the hygiene, the packages, the 

visits and the speaker, the walk, the clothing, the guard and the surveillance, the searches, the 

beatings , torture, and isolation, as well as re-education through work. 

The second level of analysis conceptually took into consideration survival. It is based on the 

same theory formulated by Foucault, through which power continuously produces counterpower, 

generating resistance, subversion, deviation, and crime2. Through oppressive policies, the actions 

and decisions of the power structures generated behaviors and attitudes among the inmates, the 

result of which we categorize as survival and not resistance. From the perspective of the communist 

regime, the actions and behaviors of the prisoners were classified as forms of resistance, but the 

notion cannot be applied in the concentration space because, between the prisoner and the state, 

there was not the same status as the "army" of the mountain fighters. 

Using concepts from specialized literature, the typologies of resistance theorized by Lynn 

Viola, James Scott, Sheila Fitzpatrick, and Stefan Kotkin were adapted to the carceral universe, thus 

resulting in a multitude of forms of survival. A first classification can be explained by conforming 

or contesting the rules, a situation in which the prisoner "formally" submits to the rules of detention, 

thus generating passive survival. Within it we include all the daily actions of prisoners, activities 

undertaken on several levels, direct or indirect communication; helping with food, medicine, and 

clothing, theorizations of political programs and projects, instructive-educational activities, as well 

as aspects of a religious nature. The second classification of the forms of survival considers the 

active and obvious challenge of power by the detainees, undertaken through the legal form provided 

by the "hunger strike", and, in other cases, manifested by actions of escape from the concentration 

space. 

From a methodological point of view, the work is based on the in-depth analysis of primary 

and secondary sources, including archives, memoirs, specialized works, press, interviews, and 

collections. The methods used include documentary, comparative, qualitative, quantitative, and case 

study analysis. Considering the dichotomous analysis concepts, the doctoral research reconstructs 

the history of the Aiud penitentiary between 1945 - 1958, using both documentary sources from the 

Aiud Maximum Security Penitentiary Archive (APMSA), the National Archives of Romania (the 

central headquarters - ANIC, and the county structures - Alba, Cluj, and Bacău), the Archive of the 

National Administration of Penitentiaries (AANP), and the Archive of the National Council for the 
                                                   
2 Ibidem, p. 10.   
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Study of Security Archives (ACNSAS), as well as memoirist works from the vast literature, and 

interviews with former officers of the unit. 

Structurally, the work is divided into six main chapters with subsequent themes. The first 

chapter x-rays the role and place of penitentiaries in interwar Romania, surprising the tightening of 

criminal law; the evolution, structure, political subordination of the governing body, and 

classifications of prisons. The second chapter traces the diachronic and synchronic transformation of 

the Aiud penitentiary from its establishment until 1944. The third chapter presents the period of the 

penitentiary's transition towards the Soviet stage, considering the institutional decisions that 

established the detention regime of the imprisoned categories. Chapter four examines how the ebbs 

and flows of oppression determined the carceral regime. The penultimate chapter describes the 

survival mechanisms developed by the prisoners, as a counterweight to the regime's repressive 

policies. The last chapter follows through a double dimension, institutional-organizational, 

respectively human, the activity of those who led, administered, and supervised the prisoners. 

This paper demonstrates that, in the face of the oppressive policies of the communist regime, 

the prisoners managed to survive in the Aiud penitentiary in inhumane conditions, characterized by 

a poor diet, medical assistance, and poor hygiene conditions, as well as the limitation and 

prohibition of the rights to visits, packages, and speakers, combined with vigilant surveillance, 

searches, beatings, and isolations. Using the architectural ensemble that the prison owned through 

the famous Zarcă and Celular, the communist regime implemented for the "enemies of the people" a 

method of drastic punishment, governed by a strictly secret regulation, known only to the directly 

responsible directors and security personnel. 

For most prisoners, the cell represented both the space of physical and mental extermination, 

as well as the place of small daily joys. The omnipresent hunger was determined by the 

insufficiency and lack of variety in food, as highlighted in the memoirs. The cold caused by the 

absence of the heating system and amplified by the lack of shutters and windows accentuated the 

health condition of the inmates. The subordination to the DGP and the long bureaucratic process 

instituted made it difficult to provide medical treatment, which is essential for detainees. Regarding 

packages, speakers and letters, the regime instituted methods of limitation and prohibition. 

In close correlation with oppressive practices and methods, prisoners have developed 

mechanisms to adapt to this regime by conforming to or challenging the rules. The survival of the 

prisoners was manifested through a multitude of activities, in passive form. In terms of 

communication, in addition to oral and written form, the prisoners invented Morse code and 
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firogram, coded messages, encrypted the alphabet, and created various writing instruments using 

soap, lime, and DDT dust, which allowed them to exchange information. Physical as well as mental 

needs were met through the solidarity of the prisoners, who did not consider political, social, or 

religious affiliation. 

The present work demonstrates that in the face of repressive policies, prisoners have 

developed psychic survival mechanisms manifested by attributing meaning to everyday moments, 

organizing a daily schedule to record the passage of time, adjusting to the loneliness in the cell, 

relating to colleagues in the cell, and taking surveillance countermeasures from the guards. The need 

for physical survival developed solidarity among the inmates, who helped each other with food, 

medicine, and clothing. 

From the position of "enemies of the people,"  the prisoners responded to attempts at 

political re-education, developing survival mechanisms through collegiality, which occurred on the 

political chain. Under conditions of pressure and ideological conversion, they theorized political 

plans and programs, against the backdrop of the "coming of the Americans," such as the Association 

of Former Political Detainees or the White Cross. The political survival of the prisoners was 

possible due to the socio-economic character they had in freedom, belonging to a political group. 

The study highlights the leadership relationships, the structures, and the actions of the inmates, 

coagulated towards helping activities due to their political origin. 

Another method used by inmates to resist the monotony in the cell, with the aim of training 

and maintaining their cognitive functions, had in mind the continuation of the instructive-

educational process, undertaken on several levels. The present thesis demonstrates how the 

categories of inmates undertook educational activities in various fields, such as literature, history, 

foreign languages, philosophy, emphasizing discussions, debates, translations, and particularly the 

learning and transmission of poems. The contribution of poetry in the prison universe did not only 

have the role of rendering inner states and experiences, but it also represented a way of executing 

the punishment, materialized through a cultural aspect. 

Also, the research investigated the way in which the inmates managed to maintain their 

morale through spiritual experiences. In the context of the ideologization and annihilation of 

religious activities by the communist regime, the prisoners reacted and manifested a spiritual 

experience, assumed through the unconditional acceptance of suffering, centered around key 

elements such as: prayer, confession, communion, performing Christmas services, and at Easter, 

God’s prohod. In such conditions, regardless of the confessional coloration of the inmates, they 
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improvised or mimed the spiritual activities, thus strengthening their communion with Jesus. 

The contributions to this work have focused on forms of active survival through the overt 

contestation of power undertaken through escape. With the institutionalization of the communist 

regime in Romania, escapes from prison spaces decreased in intensity, such an approach being 

almost impossible to achieve from the Aiud penitentiary. With all the security and surveillance 

measures that the prison had, in December 1952, the famous escape of the prisoners Şirianu, 

Spulbatu, and Greceanu took place. By analyzing this escape, we can see the impenetrable character 

of the "Bastille" of the Romanian gulag, symbolizing a victory of "justice" against communist 

oppression. 

The most common form of protest used by prisoners in front of prison conditions is 

represented by the hunger strike, through which they requested the improvement of the diet, medical 

assistance, and the famous acronym SPV (letters, packages, speaker). Practiced on a large scale, 

individually or collectively, the strike of the spring of 1957 constituted one of the biggest events 

challenging the communist power in the Romanian prison system, both in terms of duration and 

those involved. 

The research demonstrates that prison staff (management, administrative, and security) had 

an essential role in the implementation of repressive policies at the central level. Directly 

responsible for the application of political interference, the staff had the impact of undermining the 

physical and mental conditions of the detainees. At the same time, the thesis captures the human and 

rare aspects of the guards who, by helping with food, news, or permissive supervision, improved the 

prison regime of the imprisoned. 

The contribution of this work is placed in the revisionist historiographical field, analyzing 

conceptually, methodically, and descriptively, the oppression exercised by the communist regime 

that was metabolized in the Aiud penitentiary, through reactions and behaviors produced by the 

inmates. 

Regarding the limitations of the research, they can be addressed in two steps. On the one 

hand, there is limited access to the files kept in the Aiud penitentiary, and on the other hand, the 

multitude of information contained in the related archives, detention memorials, and specialized 

works makes them difficult to decipher and interpret cumulatively. 

In conclusion, the present study captures and underlines the fact that, in the face of the 

oppressive mechanisms and inhuman prison conditions to which they were subjected, the prisoners 

sought and identified survival methods and practices. 
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