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The Anti-Communist Resistance in the Fagaras Mountains (Romania) as a Challenge
for Social Memory and an Exercise of Critical Thinking. Social memory is dynamic,
adaptable to the ensemble of group perceptions on the present. In the first decade after
WWII there were numerous active anti-communist armed resistance groups in the Romanian
mountains. The most powerful resistance groups operated on the southern and northern
sides of the Fagaras Mountains. According to the results of exploratory research conducted
in 2020 the representations of the anti-communist resistance in the mountains in Romanian
young people’s memories are feeble. Retrieving representations of the resistance is useful
as critical exercise in understanding history, as source of identity comfort and as part of the
lesson on totalitarianism.
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Introduction

Social representations of historical events reflect the way a community views
the latter, as well as their political and social context. Social representations
become part of social memory. Social memory contributes to molding the iden-
tity of community members, as well as their sense of belonging to the commu-
nity. Social memory leaves marks on future social representations and on the
way a community responds to the challenges of history. The past shapes the
present and prefigures the future. At the same time, social memory is under
permanent reconfiguration. The present renders significance to the past.

Similarly to other former Communist countries in Central and Eastern
Europe, Romania has been through two major changes in its political regime
since WWII. Therefore, its recent history provides plenty of opportunities to
highlight the relationship between social memory and the political context.
Students’ interest in history as a subject matter taught in schools is declining
(Mihalache 2012). One of the solutions suggested to revitalize their interest is
to shape their critical historical thinking and exercise it on the representations
of the past.
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An exploratory research on the Romanian students’ representations about
the resistance movement in the Fagaras Mountains conducted in 2020 showed
young people’s poor knowledge of the subject. The way this piece of Roma-
nian contemporary history was adopted into social memory reflects, as an ab-
ductive inference based conclusion, the impact the instauration and consolida-
tion of the Communist regime had on Romanian people. We believe the resis-
tance in the mountains along with the reasons for its imperfect retrieval in so-
cial memory can be valuable topics for a critical historical thinking exercise.
The exercise can improve the self-image of young Romanians and contributes
to the common European lesson on the dangers of totalitarianism.

The concepts of “social representation” and “social memory” are used by
this paper from a constructionist perspective. Before presenting the design and
research results, we will outline the main connotations of these concepts.

Social representations and their dependence on the historical context

According to Serge Moscovici, social representations are coherent sets of val-
ues, ideas and practices allowing individuals to orient themselves and take hold
of the environment, as well as to communicate with one another and integrate
in the community (Moscovici 1973; 1976). Social representations are parts of
the social construct of reality. Social representations leave cultural marks on
inter-human relations, generating expectations and anticipations (Neculau
1996). The complete, coherent and comprehensive story about the collective
history conveyed by social representations is not necessarily based on histori-
ography, but is a reconstruction of the past in accordance with the symbols,
myths, models of the group's culture (Bar-Tal 2014).The object of social repre-
sentations is built by communities in order to make their members behavior and
communication more efficient (Andersén — Andersén 2014, Bratu 2014). By
mediating communication, social representations facilitate the adoption of
ideological and cultural models and ensure the dissemination of ideas and be-
havioral styles. Different human groups may have different representations of
the same object (Andersén — Andersén 2014). The same historical truth may
have multiple facets (Bolborici 2017).

Structurally, social representations have a central core and peripheral ele-
ments (Abric 1994). The central core organizes the representation, determines
its significance and assigns its meaning. The peripheral system manages the fit
between the social representation and reality. Its components are the flexible
part of representations and act as an interface between the central core (which
they protect) and the world. Information that is sufficiently prominent to mod-
ify the central core can be incorporated in the peripheral system, changing the
significance of the representation (Neculau 1996).
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Social representations are continuously fed by the social environment, collec-
tive imagination, and individual cultural acquisitions. Therefore, they are sensi-
tive to historical evolution and subjected to ideological pressure. For example,
immediately after WWII, the crimes of the Nazis and people’s collaboration
with the Nazi regime were taboo subjects for a long time, while East German
people reinvented themselves as victims of the Nazi regime. These are different
ways of managing the same traumatic memories (Kansteiner 2006).

Social memory stores social representations. History is institutionalized
memory (Fogu — Kansteiner 2006). According to Lambek (2003), “History is
memory inscribed, codified, authorized; memory is history embodied, imag-
ined, enacted, enlivened” (p. 212).

On the other hand, Pierre Nora (1989) believes that while memory is the
live dialogue between the present and the past, history is a static, incomplete
and selective reconstruction meant to correct the past. History is the opposite of
memory, the two are mutually hostile means to relate to the past.

Between the two facets of the relationship of history with memory (one of
taking over in history the emotionless memory contents, and the other of selec-
tive, corrective rebuilding memory in history), the preservation of representa-
tions for as long and as correct as possible (i.e. close to the reference point) by
social memory has an identity stake. Social memory, supporting group collec-
tive identity (Fogu — Kansteiner 2006; Palmberger 2016), the identity of the
self, and national identity (Zembylas — Karahasan 2017), also acts as a cohesive
factor (Subrt 2011) and as a source of resistance to the challenges of history.

The political usefulness of social memory

Memory is the current knowledge of the past (Halbwachs 1958). Its content is
rebuilt and not neutrally preserved. The contents of memory are tributary to
memorization policies (Fogu — Kansteiner 2006). The meaning attributed to
past events depends on the political and historical context of the present (Palm-
berger 2016). The interests of collectivities reorganize the memories of their
members, indicates Chelcea (1996). Thus, memories are learnt.

During its evolution towards postmodernism, memory lost its spontaneity
and simplicity and became archive and debt. There are lieux de mémoire be-
cause livelihood is no longer possible in the real environment of memory, as
Nora (1989) notes.

The reorganization of social memory can be politically used (Golden, 2005).
It works along with the rewriting of history as leverages for gaining legitimacy
and consolidating power. The attention received by social memory in politics is
just the result of the relation between the control of the past and the legitimiza-
tion of political regimes (Brunnbauer 2012, Subrt 2011). Social memories play
an important role in building ideologies and in configuring social preferences
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(Bratu 2014). Every political regime uses them to serve its interests. For exam-
ple, the disappearance of institutions, hierarchies, old social and economic rela-
tions was presented and credited as the foundation of Soviet Russia, the most
liberated country in the world, a red Paradise (Wydra 2012). West Germany
was accepted as a partner in the anti-communist block together with its former
war enemies, and as of 1995 war memory has become common European re-
membrance of abuses against humanity, the legitimacy of the European Union
being more important than the confrontations in the war (Kansteiner 2006).
When the Communists assumed power, they programmatically erased the posi-
tive representations of the times before the Communist regime from social
memory (Ciobanu 2015). In Bucharest, the museum called the Museum of the
Romanian Communist Party before 1989 was (re)branded as the Museum of
the Romanian Peasant after 1989. The prison from Doftana, which under the
Communist regime used to be a museum dedicated to those who had fought for
Communist ideals, is no longer a tourist attraction nowadays and was left to go
derelict. Instead, the prison from Sighetu Marmatiei was brought into the lime-
light and turned into a museum honoring the memory of the anti-Communist
fighters. And history goes on. The post-communist transition period had its
own victims in Eastern Europe, which should be counted alongside the victims
of Communism and for which the guilty should be identified. However, that is
still an uncomfortable topic, and its approach would go against the current
trend celebrating the victory won by the liberal democracy (Pusca 2014).

The anti-communist resistance movement in the Fagaras Mountains

In 1946 Romania organized elections. With the support of the Russian troops
stationed in the country the Communists won the elections by fraud (Cioroianu
2005; Voicu-Arnautoiu 2009; Petrescu 2012; Miroiu 2014). The Romanians
were surprised by the results because there were few Communist supporters
among the people. Then, they believed that Western democratic powers would
not tolerate the breach of democracy and would interfere to re-establish the
natural order.

Some of the military officers of the Romanian army viewed it as their duty
to lay the ground for Western (especially US) intervention (Coman 2004). They
began to gather weapons, store them in safe places, organize support networks
with trustworthy locals and even train these. That is how the anti-communist
resistance movement emerged in the middle of the ‘40s.

However, Western military support did not materialize. Meanwhile, the
newly sworn Communist regime consolidated its power. Many officers were
forced to retire, then they were accused of anti-Soviet attitude for having par-
ticipated in the military campaign conducted in the East during WWII.
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All local leaders, politicians, professors, priests, teachers and wealthy peas-
ants were considered dangerous for a regime that could not rely on the genuine
sympathy of the people. Meanwhile, the Communist regime began to increase
the power of the Security (Securitate in Romanian), its instrument of repres-
sion. In this context, what had started as a patriotic movement meant to lay the
groundwork for the rescue intervention of Western democratic powers gradu-
ally gained increased personal stakes for those involved. That was a point of no
return for them.

After the first confrontations with Security forces, the group members had
to choose between surrendering to stand trial as enemies of the people, being
rehabilitated in exchange for betraying their comrades, or fighting to the end.
Most of them chose the latter. They put up resistance until the end of the 50s
(1958) with the aid of the village dwellers at the bottom of the mountains. The
latter were severely punished for having hosted, supplied food, medicine and
news to the fighters (Dobrincu 2007; Ionitoiu 1993). With no possibility to
hide, they were also intimidated, arrested, put under investigation, tortured,
convicted to prison or death.

The Security slowly annihilated the resistance movement by resorting to
armed confrontation, infiltration, betrayal, arrests, and executions. Many of the
resistance fighters and supporters died in prison. Mihalcea and Stanescu (2014)
estimate the number of those convicted to prison for political reasons under the
Communist regime at around 200,000. The criminal records of 93,000 of these
have been found. At the beginning of 1963 there were 16,327 people impris-
oned for political reasons (Deletant 2001). In 1963 and 1964 pardon decrees
were issued for them, followed by surveillance instructions for their day-to-day
life. Survivors returned to a world where social hierarchies had been upturned.
Consequently, outside their circle of close friends they were viewed as weird or
incapable of adaptation, and were marginalized. It was a world in which Com-
munist propaganda would persistently call them bandits or people’s enemies-
that would push for the change of the official representation of the resistance
movement.

The Fagaras Mountains is the highest mountain range in the Meridional
Carpathians. The group Arsenescu-Arnautoiu, known as The Outlaws of Mus-
cel, was the most important resistance group that acted on the southern slope of
the mountain. Colonel Gheorghe Arsenescu was a trained military, General
Staff commandant for Division Il on the Eastern front (Petrescu, 2012). After
the war he was removed from the armed forces at the age of 39. Toma
Arnautoiu had been a lieutenant of cavalry in the Royal Guard and had been
forced to retire. The impressive local support (many locals did not yield to tor-
ture, protecting the fighters) was the result of the prestige colonel Arsenescu
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and the teacher lancu Arnautoiu, father of the fighting brothers Toma and
Petru, had.

Many girls and women followed their fathers, lovers, brothers, husbands or
sons to the mountains. Toma Arnautoiu had his daughter born in one of the
fighters’ hideouts. The child was given up for adoption after the arrest of her
parents and she only found out about them after 1989 (Voicu-Arnautoiu 2009).

The Arnautoiu brothers were betrayed and caught in 1958. They were exe-
cuted in 1959. Colonel Arsenescu was captured in 1961 and executed in 1962.
The group headed by Ion Gavrila Ogoranu and known as the Fagaras Carpa-
thian Group operated on the northern slope of the Fagaras Mountains. Unlike
Arsenescu and Arnautoiu who were military, the core of this northern group
was made of students or young college graduates, who had been high school
colleagues in “Radu Negru” high school in Fagaras. In the aforementioned high
school there had been a powerful Brotherhood of the Cross group. Brother-
hoods were the youth organizations of the Legionary Movement, the Archangel
Michael Legion. The latter was an organization of fascist orientation that acti-
vated in Romania between 1927 — 1941. The movement’s ideology also com-
bined nationalism, Eastern Orthodox ideas and anti-Semitism. The Iron Guard
was the paramilitary branch of the Legion. The Archangel Michael Legion was
in power between September 1940 and January 1941 as part of the government
led by Marshall lon Antonescu. During that time period the anti-Semitic laws
that had already been issued in Romania were enforced. Between the 21°* and
the 23" of January 1941 the legionnaires attempted a coup d’état that was later
referred to as the Legionary rebellion. They were put down by lon Antonescu
with the help of the armed forces. Subsequently, the Legion was formally de-
structured and its leadership managed to take refuge in Germany. During the
rebellion the Bucharest Pogrom occurred and around two thousand Jews from
the two Jewish neighborhoods of Bucharest were beaten, raped and tortured
(Clark 2015).

In 1947 Ton Gavrila Ogoranu was a student in Cluj (the most important uni-
versity center from Transylvania) and, according to him (apud Dobrincu 2007),
headed the Brotherhoods of the Cross in Transylvania. In 1946 he had partici-
pated in the confrontations between the students from Cluj and the police
forces serving the new regime (Coman 2004). In May 1949, ”The Old Man”
(as he was nicknamed for his advising skills) went up the mountain along with
13 young people. Four of those had been members of the Legion, half of the
others had already been members of the Brotherhood of the Cross group oper-
ating in “Radu Negru” High School in Féagéras (they were around eleven years
old in 1941), while the other half of group members were apolitical (Hasu
2017).
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They were all familiar with the mountain, where they felt like home for it
had been the place where they had grown up. They tried to encourage the peo-
ple in the region that things would get back to normal, which meant the re-
moval of Communism. Some of the group’s members had been at war, others
(Ion Gavrila Ogoranu was one of these) had graduated from the military school
and acquired books on guerilla war. Former officers supplied them with weap-
ons and equipment. They had raised huts where they held supplies of food and
weapons.

They were never the first to open fire against the Security troops, nor did
they display violence towards shepherds, forest workers or tourists with whom
they came in contact (Dobrincu 2007).

The first actions taken by the Security against lon Gavrila Ogoranu’s group
were poorly organized. The troops deployed in the area were too numerous for
apprehending a small number of people, the signals they used were inappropri-
ate and unveiled their position. It is anecdotal the use of a cuckoo bird’s song
as a signal in August when it was common knowledge among the locals that
the bird had stopped singing a while before (Dobrincu 2007). Some young offi-
cers were impressed by the moral values and the military training of the fight-
ers they encountered (Dobrincu 2007) and tacitly showed understanding for
them (Coman 2004).

Under such circumstances, an aura of legend around the resistance move-
ment organized in the mountains emerged. The rumors had it that there were
thousands of fighters, that the authorities could not manage them, that they had
special weapons brought from Western countries by planes which were landing
on the meadows in the mountains, and that they had dug trenches in the moun-
tain stone (Dobrincu 2007).

The strategy of the Security gradually improved. The communities at the
bottom of the mountain were under psychological and military siege (Coman,
2004). As of 1952 Security described Ogoranu’s group as more dangerous than
the Arsenescu-Arnautoiu group. According to its documents, it was “solely
made of intellectuals” who were contributing to “an unhealthy state of mind
among the people” (Dobrincu 2007: 465).

In 1956 most of the surviving fighters and their close supporters of them
were drawn into a race, with the help of one of the members of the support
network, whom they had known for a long time. In 1957 they went to trial and
were sentenced to death or life imprisonment.

Ton Gavrila Ogoranu was only arrested in 1976, after the political prisoners
from Romania had already been released (in 1964) and the crimes for which he
had been convicted in absentia became prescribed. The number of the families
oppressed on suspicion of having provided support to the fighters amounted to
more than 1,000 (Dobrincu 2007).
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Students’ representations of the anti-communist resistance movement in
the Fagaras Mountains

We wanted to explore the way the armed anti-communist resistance movement
from the Fagaras Mountains as part of Romania’s recent history has been
adopted in social memory. Thus, in October 2019 we asked a group of students
from Transylvania University of Brasov, Romania, to write about their knowl-
edge on the topic.

Methodological details

The students included in the research project were undergraduates in Sociology
and Human Resources study programs: 52 of them enrolled in their first year of
study, 15 sophomores and 36 third year students. They came from the Brasov
County (34) and from other Romanian counties (69). There were 103 respon-
dents, 91 female and 12 male. The gender imbalance of the sample was the
result of the gender profile of the specializations.

The question students had to answer was: What do you know about the re-
sistance movement from the Fagaras Mountains?, and they were also asked to
indicate the source of their knowledge on the subject. They were given 30 min-
utes to answer and encouraged to detail their answers. The term anti-communist
was not included in the question in order not to influence the results with an-
swers deemed desirable (Rotariu — Ilut 2001) or with improvisations. We reck-
oned that for the respondents who already knew about the topic, the phrase the
resistance movement from the Fagaras Mountains would already carry enough
meaning, since the anti-communist dimension is its first connotation and a de-
fining feature.

We analyzed the answers thematically with NVivol0. We considered that
thematic analysis as a method is useful as a result of its flexibility, independ-
ence from a given theoretical framework, and its applicability in the case of
under-researched areas (Braun — Clarke 2006). The answers were translated in
English before feeding them into NVivo.

Research results

The categories and the subcategories identified upon analyzing the answers are
presented in Table 1. They are organized in decreasing order by the number of
answers in which they appear. This number and the number of codes that each
category and subcategory subsumes are indicated in parentheses (n1/ n2).

The first two subcategories include explicit references to Communism. The
other subcategories of the Anti-communist movement category indicate relevant
features of the resistance movement organized in the Fagaras Mountains. The
Partisans subcategory has as its reference term the name of partizani (Roma-
nian for partisans) used to refer to the fighters in the mountains. The term was
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used in Romania because of its association with the anti-fascist partisans from
Greece and Yugoslavia. In this respect, the term did not include any connota-
tions related to its original meaning of Marxist revolutionary fighter as em-
ployed during the Civil War in Russia in 1917 (Coman 2004).

Table 1: What do you know about the resistance movement from the
Fagaras Mountains?

Categories (n1/n2) Subcategories (n1)
1 don’t know (48/48)
Anti-communist movement (33/84) - ”Against communism” as an explicite attribute (23)

-During the communist period (11)
-Hiding places in the mountains (9)
-Young people (7)

-Disobedience (5)

-Self-isolation as a form of revolt (4)
-Waiting in vain for the Anglo-Americans (3)
-Pseudo-information (2)

-For freedom (2)

-Partisans (2)

-1t lasted several years (2)

-They were defeated (2)

-lon Gavrila Ogoranu was the leader (2)
-Others (7)

-Protect the environment (7)
-Disagreement on illegal deforestation (4)
-Promoting mountain tourism (4)

-An opportunity to develop the area (3)
-Resources (1)

-A series of dams (1)

Other answers (8/8) -A closed society (4)
-People's mobility (2)
-An old and difficult case (1)
-Movement of mountain rocks (1)

The Others subcategory includes seven different themes that appear only
once: Fights, In film and reportage, Tortured families, Cooperativization was a
cause, In Bucovina as well, Wanted by Militia, Several cores.

Among the subcategories Development of the mountain area category are
topical themes for the Romanian mass-media (Disagreement on illegal defores-
tation), as well as for the sustainable activities conducted by the NGOs with
which schools cooperate (Protect the environment, Promoting mountain tour-
ism, An opportunity to develop the area, Resources). These are topics of inter-
est for Romanians. In this respect, the size of deforestation is frequently dis-
cussed as worrisome and the civic initiatives aimed at stopping the phe-
nomenon are praised.

The subcategories included in the composite category of Other answers
contain other opinions about what the resistance movement might mean. They
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are classified separately because they do not specifically refer to the
ment of the mountainous area.

Therefore (Figure 1), the number of responding students who do not know
what the phrase resistance movement in the Fagaras Mountains refers to (70) is
considerably higher than the number of those who do know (they organized
their answers around the anti-communist dimension of the movement: 33).

Figure 1: Categories of answers
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The distribution of the answers provided by the students from Bragov
County and by those from other counties follows a similar trend.

The increased knowledge on the anti-communist resistance movement in the
mountains showed by the students who had been born in Bragsov compared to
those coming from other counties, as well as the role of their families in acquir-
ing it, shows the local character of an intergenerational transfer of representa-
tions on the resistance movement, mostly within the families and communities
who had been directly affected by the phenomenon.

In the case of the other categories of answers (different from 7 don’t know)
the students indicated the mass-media and the school as sources of information.

Figure 3: The sources of knowledge on the anti-communist dimension of
the resistance movement

4 ™
Where from- county distribution

18
16
14
12

ok Bom =S

Other counties
Home (5/8)

Brasov County
School (15/5)

. >

The research did not highlight any differences based on the university spe-
cialization or on gender.

In summary, out of the overall number of students asked about the resis-
tance movement, some (33) indicated its anti-communist dimension, others
(48) simply replied 7 don’t know, whereas the rest referred to the development
of the mountainous area (14) or to other aspects associated with the mountains
(8). The research results suggest the poor representation of this part of Roma-
nian contemporary history in students’ memory.

The respondents were students in socio-humanities specializations in
Brasov. That means they were very close to the area of the anti-communist
resistance movement on the northern slide of the Fagiras Mountains. Such
circumstances should have increased their interest in the recent history of Ro-
mania. They should have known more about the episode than the majority of
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the other Romanian students (except for those in History), or than the pupils
and youth who decided not to take higher education. In such a context, the re-
search results indicate (by extrapolation and with the reserve of the exploratory
nature of the research) that the social representation of the anti-communist re-
sistance movement organized in the Fagaras Mountains is on the verge of dis-
appearance from Romanians’ social memory. It is meaningful for the adult
generation (Dobrincu 2007), whereas it is almost deprived of significance for
the young generation. The interest for this part of the Romanian national his-
tory has been appropriated by young people and is maintained only sporadi-
cally either at a personal level (within family and/or community) or from an
educational perspective (as interest in a topic that was well approached by a
teacher of History).

Discussions

The anti-communist resistance movement in the Fagdras Mountains and its
support for exercising critical historical thinking
Carretero (2017) emphasizes two different approaches to historical education: a
Romantic approach aiming at positively representing the past, the present and
the future of the (local or national) social group, as well as the group’s accep-
tance of the country’s political history, and the Enlightened perspective focus-
ing on building a critical capacity to approach historical events, including those
from one’s own community. Carretero believes that the Enlightened perspec-
tive may resuscitate students’ interest in History. Based on this perspective
students are taught historiographical procedures and encouraged to discuss
history topics. Thus, students learn that the solutions to the problems are debat-
able and that the past can be interpreted from different perspectives. Addition-
ally, they learn to strike out idealized representations, and view heroes as com-
plex characters acting under specific historical circumstances. Consequently,
they should understand that historical representations are dynamic interpreta-
tions of the past which can suffer changes depending on research results and
that the moral judgments on historical events are not definitive (Carretero
2017). Psaltis, Carretero and Cehaji¢-Clancy (2017) promote this didactical
approach to history as transformative history teaching. The theme of the anti-
communist resistance movement in the Fagaras Mountains matches such an
approach, it offers generous support for the exercise of critical historical think-
ing and for the understanding of the threats raised when simplifying history.
Official information on the length of the anti-communist resistance move-
ment in Romania were made available to the public only after the Securitate
files were declassified, long after 1989. In the first decades after Communism
came to power, the stories about resistance fighters and their local supporters
were furtively whispered. However, the taboo character of the subject increased
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the popularity of resistance fighters and consolidated their heroic aura that Co-
man (2004) refers to.

After 1989 the theme of the resistance organized in the mountains was po-
litically capitalized. Domestically, it was a source of political capital for the
“historical” parties (they were old enemies of the Communists, had been de-
feated during the frauded elections of 1946 and re-organized after 1989). Inter-
nationally, it was used in the context of Romania’s accession to the European
Union as a theme underlining the continuity of Western democratic tradition
(Ciobanu 2015). It became a tool employed to glorify national pride (Liiceanu
2003) and the core of a myth on the heroic anti-communist and anti-Sovietic
movement which had been widely supported by the entire population of the
country (Ciobanu 2015). The Report of the Presidential Commission for the
Study of the Communist Dictatorship in Romania (2006) presents the resis-
tance movement as a heroic episode and recommends its integration into the
national collective memory.

However, the personal reasons pushing people to go into the mountains
were diverse (Ciobanu 2015). For many of them the mountain was the solution
to a very real survival problem. It was not always a matter of free personal
decisions and/or assuming the consequences of political options different from
the official agenda. The representation of the opposition between the anti-
communist fighters patriots on the one hand, and the treacherous authorities
making a pact with the Soviet occupant, on the other hand, is simplistic.

At the beginning of the 20th century a lot of Romanians left from Fagaras
County and from other parts of Transylvania to America. They worked there
for several years and then came back with money, built houses, bought land
and started small businesses. The contact of the people from Fagaras with
America might have additionally fueled their pro-American attitude, and the
long-honed hope that the Americans would not tolerate the fraud in the elec-
tions and the Communists’ abusive power takeover in Romania.

Another feature of the villages from Fagaras County might be reflected in
the characteristics of the resistance group operating on the northern side of the
mountain. It is the annual organization of lads’ groups in every village. The
main role of these groups is to carol at Christmas, but their organization is al-
most military-like and their attributes related to preserving the observance of
the rules within the community would span all throughout the year well after
the end of the war (Herseni 1977). Between Christmas Eve and St. John the
Baptist (celebrated on 7 January) the members of the group leave and manage
their whereabouts together, respecting quite strict regulations. Research dated
2018 indicates the group of lads as the main resource of intangible cultural
heritage in the area (Sorea — Csesznek 2020). The efficiency shown by the
group run by lon Gavrila Ogoranu and made up of young people might have
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also been the result of their experience as members in the caroling lads groups
organized in their villages of origin.

All these nuances and features make the theme of the anti-communist resis-
tance valuable for the exercises of transformative history teaching. We believe
that the former membership of the Brotherhood of the Cross group operating in
“Radu Negru” High School of many of the fighters from the Fagarag Carpa-
thian Group, namely their legionary youth, can also be used separately in criti-
cal historical thinking exercises. Aspirers to Brotherhood membership were
industrious pupils and they were encouraged to discover and correct their flaws
(Gavrila Ogoranu 2004). The actions undertaken by the resistance group
headed by Ion Gavrilda Ogoranu were programmatically driven by military
honor and Christian moral standards (Dobrincu 2007). However, the Archangel
Michael Legion was accused of crimes against the Jews and claimed responsi-
bility for several political assassinations like the one of Armand Calinescu,
standing prime minister in 1939, or the Killing of the historian Nicolae lorga in
1940. To make the critical historical thinking exercise even more interesting,
the last two murders were vengeance for the killing of the Legion’s leader as
well as of several prominent figures of the organization while imprisoned, for
which the prime minister and lorga, in particular, were considered morally
responsible. Legionary supporters claim to this day that the killing of the Jews
was provocation for which they do not take responsibility (Coja 2015). What is
more, according to them, the accusations brought to the Iron Guard on this
matter were withdrawn during the Niirnberg Trials, while at the end of a libel
trial conducted in Paris in 1973 the Court ruled in favor of a legionary priest,
called "war criminal" by the publication ,.Le droit de vivre", based on his
membership in the Legion — an all the more powerful argument that such a trial
brings justice to the Archangel Michael Legion (Coja 2015). The promoting of
legionary ideas, concepts or doctrines is sanctioned in Romania by Law no.
217/2015. On the other hand, Communism was officially condemned in Roma-
nia in 2006. The report presented at the end of that year by the Presidential
Commission for the Study of the Communist Dictatorship in Romania is about
“recovering memory, but also identifying responsibilities” (Comisia 2006: 10).
The Report states that political affiliation in the resistance was diverse and, as
we have already highlighted, characterizes the anti-communist movement as
heroic.

It would be challenging for History teachers to talk to their students about
the heroic and laudable anti-communist actions of young people whose legion-
ary past is condemnable. Transformative history teaching could transform such
a challenge into a useful exercise.

The rather small number of respondents indicating school as the source of
their knowledge on the resistance movement in the mountains (20 students of a
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total of 33 mentioning the anti-communist character of the movement) suggests
the poor coverage of this topic during History classes. We believe the main
reason underlying both young and older History teachers’ reluctance towards
approaching the topic is its overlap with information on the Legionary Move-
ment- a rather sensitive issue from a political perspective. That unveils the util-
ity of transformative history teaching. The latter allows for a comforting ap-
proach to issues by encouraging free debate on the theme of resistance. That is
all the more important since the lack of information on the anti-communist
resistance movement implicitly signals that the information on the status of
Fascism in Romania is scarce to none. The members of the pro-fascist organi-
zations had been ever since the latter’s establishment radical opponents of the
Soviet Union in Romania (Miroiu 2014). The increased use of team based pro-
ject development and of the Internet as a source of information for project writ-
ing in pre-university education (Sorea et al., 2011; Sorea — Repanovici 2020;
Sorea et al. 2021) supports transformative history teaching. Students’ interest
stimulated in this way and teachers’ discernment may transfer the topic from
the area of mandatory history curriculum to that of popular history.

There have been discussions about the necessity of reforming the educa-
tional system in Romania for a while. The reform could include the efforts of
resistance memory retrieval. An option that we deem simple and less costly is
that of approaching the anti-communist resistance as part of optional disci-
plines on local history. The decision on which optional disciplines to put on the
educational offer is decentralized. Lessons on the resistance groups taught in
the areas where they operated would easily raise the interest of the students,
and favor the inclusion of the topic into popular history.

The importance of the anti-communist dimension of the resistance movement
in the Fagaras Mountains
As previously highlighted, research results show an imperfect assimilation of
the theme to the young generation. The respondents are not familiar with their
parents’ and grandparents’ representations. The almost legendary aura of the
fighters in the mountains does not cross the threshold of the next generation.
We reckon that capitalizing at a local level on the memories of the anti-
communist resistance movement in the mountains would increase the effi-
ciency of retrieving this specific historical episode in social memory. There are
several community museums, mostly ethnographic, in Fagaras Land. They
could host exhibits dedicated to the anti-communist fighters, namely grandpar-
ents, parents, other relatives or friends of the locals. That could thus contribute
to improving the self-representation of community members. Additionally,
sharing memory makes community members responsible for preserving com-
mon remembrances (Fishel 2015). But the topic on the resistance organized in
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the mountains is also a sensitive topic in the villages at the bottom of the moun-
tain. The people of Fagaras are still reluctant to approach the topic. That is a
remnant of the times when any reference to that could have become a matter of
life and death (Sorea — Csesznek 2020), as well as a feature of an area where
many of the former high school students had been members of the legionary
Brotherhood of the Cross groups.

Recalibrating social representations of the fighters in the mountains both in
school and through local museum initiatives would simplify and diminish the
effort to retrieve them as part of social memory.

Recalibration means transforming the anti-communist character of the resis-
tance movement, which is its main historical defining feature (Coman 2005;
Dobrincu 2007; Petrescu 2012; Miroiu 2014), into the central core of contem-
porary representations. The different motives that made the fighters take it to
the mountains merged and crystalized as opposition towards the totalitarian
regime. The fact that some of the resistance group members went up the moun-
tains because they were hunted and threatened by the Communist authorities
(Ciobanu 2015) only consolidates the anti-communist dimension of their ac-
tions. All of them took the full brunt of their opposition to the regime. On the
other hand, the recalibration does not involve removing the other features of
the movement. It overcomes the reluctance to approach the topic, opens the
path in this respect and secures the support for debates over its multiple facets.
In our opinion, to recalibrate is not to replace one biased perspective with an
equally biased viewpoint. It is a means to switch from eluding a historical phe-
nomenon to critically approaching it.

Representing the resistance in the mountains as mainly anti-communist
would aid the teachers of History overcome the heroic-condemnable dilemma
and encourage the locals in the Fagaras Land assume recent history. It would
unchain memories, stories and legends about the fighters in the mountains,
facilitating their retrieval as part of the heritage. Additionally, it would com-
plete and balance the European memory of totalitarianism which focuses on
Nazism and the Holocaust in the West (Clarke 2014). As history proves it, all
unlearned lessons are prone to being repeated. The Russian students born after
the collapse of the Soviet Union have a positive perception of the Soviet period
and experience the nostalgia of the Soviet past (Kasamara — Sorokina 2015). A
2015 study on terrorism shows that common Europeans are willing to sacrifice
their civil rights in favor of increasing security (Gredeland 2015). These show
that it would be advisable to remind Europeans of the impact of totalitarian
regimes upon their countries in the middle of the twentieth century. The acces-
sion of Central and East European countries to the EU added the representa-
tions of Communism as developed by those who had directly experienced it to
the common European memory of totalitarianism. These representations were
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built on specific national experiences (Clarke 2014). Nonetheless, the European
Union aims to be unity in diversity. Consequently, the armed resistance organ-
ized in the Fagaras Mountains is one of the chapters in the lesson on totalitari-
anism and, as a result, rightfully part of European memory.

Conclusions

Disregarding the part played by the anti-communist armed movement in Ro-
manians’ recent history does not benefit anyone. Nor does it show fairness
towards the fighters in the mountains or towards nowadays’ young people.
Such an attitude is not equitable to the former because it implicitly accredits the
representation promoted by Communist propaganda. The transformation of the
entire anti-communist armed resistance into a taboo subject as a result of some
of its members' legionary past is the result of an illegitimate extrapolation that
almost removed the fighters in the mountains from social memory.

Disregarding the resistance in the mountains is unfair towards young people
because it deprives them of a lesson on history dynamics, as well as on the
relation between individual lives and great collective events, between the local
and the universal context. Additionally, it is unfair because it limits young peo-
ple’s access to an intangible cultural heritage resource, which has an identity
stake and strengthens the links between successive generations of a commu-
nity. Cultural resources catalyze the interactions among community members
and emphasize the sense of community belonging (Balfour et al. 2018).

We believe that opening the access to all the facets, nuances and features
characterizing the remembrance of the resistance in the mountains is a sustain-
able approach to the topic. Thus, what is sanctionable will be penalized, and
what is commendable will be given credit. By resorting to their own judgment
and a stable axiological system, relying on available data, exercising their criti-
cal historical thinking in relation to sensitive topics, young people can avoid
transforming the references to the resistance in the mountains into a failed his-
tory lesson. A sustainable approach to history changes the balance of forces
modelling social memory. It diminishes the power of political factors (state,
parties, ideologies) while expanding the importance of civil society and local
identity.

Limits of the research

The respondents study socio-humanities and come from just one university
center, namely from Brasov. Along with the research results we also presented
the circumstances encouraging us to consider them valid for the majority of
young Romanians. Nevertheless, the assertion that all Romanian young people
know about the resistance movement in the Fagaras Mountains just as little as
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the students from Brasov involved in the research is a hypothesis that still
needs further investigation with a representative sample of respondents.

The sample used for the current research does not include a sufficient num-
ber of students from the other three counties where the groups in the Fagaras
Mountains operated. Therefore, the statement that the information on the resis-
tance movement is transferred to young people through their families and
communities is valid only for Brasov County. The same reason supports our
belief that the reference point for most of the students’ knowledgeable answers
concerning the phrase the resistance movement in the Fagaras Mountains is the
Fagarag Carpathian Group operating on the northern side of the mountain.
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