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Reading in Communist 
Power Plants and FactoriesC A T R I N E L  P O P A

The Reader As a New Man

T
HOSE WHO have had the curi- 
osity of skimming through Ro-  
mânia literarã (Literary Roma-

(shortly after the rebranding of the 
Gazeta literarã/Literary Gazette maga-
zine) will have noticed that, starting 

of 1970, the magazine hosted a series 
of surveys or opinion polls conducted 
among readers in “plants, factories, 

1 Why this choice? We find 
the explanation several lines further 
down, in the opening paragraph of the 
first article: because it is in these places 
that “we can find the centers of social 
life where prototypes of the future 
world are created, where the prefigu-
ration of an existential frame which 
will become a norm in the very near 

“I would have recommended 
you books that could have 
helped you solve your personal 
problems, if you had any.”
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2

In other words, there was a feeling of ideological change, of stricter political 
control mainly oriented towards the future (focusing on the strategies needed to 

-
garding the measures to be taken in order to improve the political and ideologi-
cal activity, the Marxist-Leninist education of party members and of the entire 

In the following pages, we will try to analyze the way in which the portrait 
 starting from the thirty or so surveys pub-

lished in România literarã
all the artificiality implied in such a construct, it is not so difficult to distinguish 

3 a perma-
nent characteristic of the totalitarian historical context, especially in what the 

function, from the perspective of their authors, who were either contributors or 

each and every time, the journalists seem to delude themselves that they are do-
ing the right thing and they take their mission of promoters of new literature 

programmatic introduction to the series of investigations (signed by the entire 
editorial office as RL), “we are interested to find out, and to disclose to our read-
ers, the echo contemporary Romanian literature has upon the manufacturers of 
material goods, to show which are the works that have drawn their attention, 
what authors and what literary trends attract this audience which is representa-
tive for the sensibility and artistic taste of the period, from so many points of 

4

The surveys are broadly conducted after the same pattern: the reporter goes 
into the factory, stopping firstly at the library of the institution (where he asks 

-
ers), sometimes he interviews a few employees that come his way (engineers, 
blue collar workers, technicians, clerks) regarding their literary preferences, 
drops in at the factory bookstore (if there is one) and, in the end, he drafts an 

There is no need to insist upon the fact that many of these surveys seem com-
ical today, although involuntarily so (especially because both the interviewees 
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and
of the time that focused on the success brought by reaching and even exceeding 

-
lish the differences (few as they are) in the way the readers of the fundamentalist 

(let us remember the famous 1948 issue of Scânteia/Sparkle magazine where 
blue collar workers presented writers with a list of interesting topics for the new 

5

As for the surveys we are analyzing, the desire of the editorial team to avert 

explicit: “The surveys presented here have been conducted by the editors and 
contributors of our magazine in full compliance with the material offered to 
them by the factory supervisors, conveying the answers of the readers, and the 
editorial team invites those who will participate in the surveys in the future to 
embrace our action and to openly, clearly and fundamentally express their per-

6 It is highly possible that this really 

7 we 

ad absurdum
discovered at the factory, what is debatable is precisely the purpose of the jour-

collective (and at the same time collectivist) behavior where both the writer and 

attempt to revive the semi-illiterate and easily manipulated reader of the Stalin 
8 referring to the situation 

On the whole, we are dealing with a reader created according to the aesthetic 

Western world, a reader whose only expectation is to be modeled, transformed 
-

ever, it is also true that in the USSR, as well as in its satellite countries, this project 
did not account for the inherent subversive potential of reading (sometimes, 

reading know fairly well that it is not easy to cope with the diversity, variety and 

Needless to say that in such a context, the Model Reader mentioned in semiot-

more than a heterogeneous character, caught in the intricate web of const
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This is why reading will never, not even under the strictest totalitarian regime, 

for functions additional to those of training/education: escapism, entertainment, 
-

add to this the personal characteristics of each and every reader, the resulting 

The Contradictory ’70s

O
N THE other hand, it is also true that, in the Romanian public milieu 

further complication brought by “the ambiguous nature of the ideol-
ogy that sets out to define a collective future without mentioning an absolute 

9 If to this image we add “the combination of the precipi-

10 and, on the other hand, the vanity and the cowardice of the writ-
ers caught between the pressures coming from the party and the natural desire 
to assert themselves, what we get is an image of a “revolution allowed by the 

-
11 which, far from being limited only to the 

This is essentially the counterpart to the fragmentary mind-set Todorov spoke 
about, which is responsible for double reading and for the reactions of a certain 
part of the public, willing to discover in political novels, for example, truths that 

had long been considered taboo could not be done easily, as it involved delicate 

12

Translating all this into a metaphorical register, we can think about Truf-
Fahrenheit 451 (the screen version of Ray 

-
ing books, and later by selective reinstatement of literary works, only to lead, in 

Going back to the surveys conducted by România literarã magazine we notice 
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that should be taken into account, which were little or not at all anticipated 

(especially among intellectual elites) that there was no turning back to the dark 
Stalinist era, that individual liberties (though fragile) could not be taken away 

of a diversity of opinions, beyond the role played by the readers who were in-

an exaggeration to consider, even, a sort of hidden polemic addressing the uni-

to comrade Ciobanu Petru (the factory physician) who expresses his opinions 
about Matei Iliescu -

13 or about Bietul Ioanide
14

Comrade Boanþã Pavel, an electrician with the Complaints Services, admits 

Lovinescu and Teodor Mazilu, but that he does not read much poetry: “I like 
15 We can 

-
gressive, his or her presence offers us enough arguments to bring into discussion 

16

Sandu Nadia, librarian at the library of the Electromagnetica power plant, “a 
17

Reporter: “This means that each subscriber has read 35 books a year, 3 books 

Librarian
the fact the library has functioned poorly (due to my illness), we also have a 

18

Comrade Sandu Nadia proves to be a dedicated worker, being very persua-
sive in her job, also acting as a sort of psychologist, since she considers that 
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The Sun Also Rises [published in Ro-
manian under the title Fiesta
I had to recommend Animale bolnave [Sick animals, a novel by Nicolae Breban], 

19 She rebukes a young woman worker who 
had not been to the library even once by saying: “I would have recommended 
you books that could have helped you solve your personal problems, if you had 

20

of experience in the field (“I have been a librarian here, at Republica factory, 
21 as she proudly informs the reporter), admits that she encoun-

from one reader to another is stronger than recommendations coming from the 

 
 do our best to direct the choices of the readers who are willing to trusting (sic!) 

22

23

be different, the librarian would be supported in his dissemination job:

Librarian: Couldn’t literary critics or historians who often offer lengthy studies, 
difficult for the mass readers, draft these pages which are much more interesting for 
them, rather than show off with precious subtleties, often to no avail?
Reporter: Those who write the adventure novels you mentioned also do not benefit 
from the miraculous notes you are proposing, and yet…
Librarian: You might think I have something against the ‘others,’ but really, it’s 
like people are really different too.
Reporter: What do you mean?
Librarian: Every time we invited writers like H. Zincã, C. Chiriþã, I. Grecea, N. 
Tãutu, R. Tudoran, T. Uba, T. Filip to meet the readers, they happily accepted 
and answered eagerly to all the questions they were asked. On the other hand, other 
writers that were invited to come to our factory acted very surprised by our proposal, 
hinting to us that these meetings are completely uninteresting for them 24 
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From the “Dogmatic Complex” 
to the “Reinstatement Complex”

W
E CAN distinguish the implicit premises of the conflict (inside the 

(showing indifference or even contempt towards the great mass of 
readers, manufacturers of material goods) and their more sociable peers, willing 
to step down into the crowd to “actively and revolutionarily take part in creating 

These suggestions must have alarmed many of the representatives of the cul-
tural world of the 1970s who feared that the abuses characterizing the early 
years of totalitarianism might come back (the prudent, yet numerous references 

As it would soon become obvious, it all came down to a new ideological 
twist, (the national-communist trend) which was to be accompanied by new 

some cases, even their authors, if they were still alive) became only pretexts 
to strengthen the official ideology, against a background dominated by what 

25 The almost “mission-

26 was justified, because beyond the self-justifying dimension, this “re-

these were books upon which writers had projected “their aspirations of cultural 
27

It did not matter too much that the editions were, most of the time, combined 
or that some of the re-published volumes were delayed way beyond the usual dead-

History of Romanian Literature):28 what 

Besides, even at a glance, by examining the reading lists, the reporters 
could spot the names of famous poets and prose writers of the interwar period 

-
clusion of his survey (but without a direct connection to it), “that good litera-

Through them, man is reabsorbed in the community as a lucid conscience, a 
29
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Of the more contemporary writers, the subscribers of the factory libraries 

Eugen Barbu, while international literature is represented by famous authors 

Heroes of the Socialist Reading List

H
ERE ARE -
vey: “Browsing the reading list of Sãlãjan Mihai, an engineer aged 
40, or of Teodoriu Niculaie, a ticket clerk, aged 53, one gets the feel-

ing that one stands in front of avid readers, with good taste, accustomed to 

30

The reading list of Pascale Silviu, a locksmith aged 24, the graduate of a sec-
ondary school and with 3 years of technical school education, containing 70 ti-
tles of books, both Romanian and international (among which Radiguet, Mora-

did not rise suspicions of falsehood: 
Reporter

volume, is too much, given that this reading list belongs to a man that works 8 
hours a day, is only 24 years old and that the list only covers the period between 

Librarian
-

rade Pascale how come he reads so much, he confessed that not all the books 
31

Reading such a dialogue takes us into the absurd (we have the feeling that we 
Dicþionarul onomastic/Onomastic 

Interviewee: My name is Zarifopol P., I am an engineer in the Technical Service 
department.
Reporter: Are you related to the literary critic? 
Interviewee: You wanted to ask me something, right?
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Reporter: Yes. What do you look for when you read a book? The plot, or…
Interviewee: I understand. Today’s literature looks for that extraordinary event to 
maintain the reader’s attention, maybe this is the general taste. I remember a short 
story by Poe where nothing happens, he just describes a pub. You cannot make true 
literature with a sensational event which can only be a starting point for a good 
book . . . I can say that, when reading a book, I’m not always interested in the idea, 
but in that trampoline that projects me into another world . . . Maybe I am old 
fashioned, the public enjoys thrillers, I prefer Proust 32

In this particular situation the surprise comes neither from the numbers dis-
cussed, nor from the elevated discourse of the blue collar worker, but from the 

At Unirea factory in the city of Cluj, Romulus Barcani also discovers a “lead-

33 The author of the survey mentions several of these titles: 
Moromeþii Aventurile unui timid 

Povestiri de dragoste Somnul pãmântului 
Cazul doctorului Udrea (The case 

The librarian, Karczagi Iosif, also deserves some credit for this, as, although 
he works full time in the plant, he saves time for the library (working here vol-

34

“Modern Poetry Confuses Me. . .  
Maybe I Don’t Understand It”

T
HIS STATEMENT is mentioned time and time again, almost in the same 
words, nearly every time readers are asked if they are interested in poetry 

-
sion that this lack of interest large audiences have for poetry risks to diminish 

masses of readers) for the propaganda poetry of the 1950s, which everybody 
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one of the reporters (Ovidiu Alexandru) who has decided to make workers un-

them our contemporary poetry, so controversial and multi-layered, characteris-
35 the journalist 

takes matters into his own hands and goes to factories and plants, armed with 

Vânãtoru, engineer at the Tractorul Braºov plant, he reads a poem by Ion Cara-
ion (Timpule/ Imnul 
garoafei -
cal supervisior at Mecanicã I Rondelul serii de duminicã 

Some of them try hard to discover the causes for such a lack of interest (as if 

school and discussed by literary critics in magazines, using a forbidding phrase-

Another librarian (Sandu Nadia) invents an efficient strategy to stimulate the 
-

36

There are many similar examples and most of them lead to a portrait (manu-
factured, of course) of the reader from the early national communist period: a 
homo universalis in all his greatness, who, while assembling tractors or fitting 

reader, sometimes even against his own will, has the duty, in turn, to (trans)

(either material or spiritual) and both need to perform in as many fields of activ-

It is useless to say that, in such a context, reading mainly loses one of its es-
sential functions, that of helping the individual to form his own opinions and 
make his own choices, and the writer sees himself constrained to give up his own 
freedom of speech: “The limited man is caught up in the realm of concepts and 

37

This is, of course, just one of the many aspects of the phenomenon of reading 

Beyond the ghost of the model reader there is a large number of real functions 
that reading has (if we think just about the clandestine practices analyzed by 

38
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The party did not forget, even for a second, that in the end, all true reading is 
subversive (as Alberto Manguel proved, among many others)39 and that is why 
it tried to control this activity through any means possible (from oppression to 

On the other hand, these surveys help us understand the environment domi-
nated by confusion, characteristic for 1970s Romania and, also to reconsider, 
through this filter, the mutations (even the slightest ones) occurred in the col-

Notes 
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Omul dezrãdãcinat

Literatura în totalitarism (1949–1951)

România literarã
Making of the State Reader: Social and Aesthetic Contexts of the 

Reception of Soviet Literature 
In this volume, Dobrenko drafts a history of the reader in Soviet literature and, at 

trade used to be done and the way in which libraries, publishing houses, schools 

Privilighenþia: Instituþii literare în comunismul românesc (Cluj: 
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-
Identité nationale: réalité, his-

toire, littérature  Ioana Bot and Adrian Tudurachi (Bucharest: Institutul Cultural 

România 
literarã

Literature in Totalitarian Re-
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gimes: Confrontation, Autonomy, Survival,

România literarã 

-

we edit?), the critic notices some huge mistakes encountered especially when it came 
to republishing books of criticism: there was a tendency to offer a “just and beauti-

what he rejects, as well as through what he accepts, when he is wrong, or when his 

România literarã

România literarã

-
Transylvanian Review 

Romanians, up to a certain December night in 1989, must have acted as a sort of 

-
gued that “all true readings are subversive, against the grain, as Alice, a sane reader, 

-
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tard a mineral growling -
ter tears up the railway and calls it progress
calls it commerce amnesty

Manguel, A Reader on Readin

Abstract 
Reading in Communist Power Plants and Factories

România literarã published a series of inter-
-

strate not only that Romanians were well-read people, but also that the communist rulers had 

homo legens
reading was considered, since the officials were continuously looking for ways of controlling it 

but a house of cards, maneuvers skillfully effected by the communist authorities with the aim of 
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reading, print culture, library, dictatorship, communist Romania, editions


