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Any individual and society can experience success, but success does not mean the same thing to everyone and in 

all cultures. Associated with home, reușită (success), mândrie and mândră (pride and proud), făloșenie and făloasă 

(haughtiness and haughty) are displayed in degrees or as multiple sides of a very complex process of self-definition 

and self-improvement according to different experience levels that mix local and global, deep-rootedness and mobility,  

tradition and modernity. This article deals with what inhabitants of Oaș Country, Romania, call a casă făloasă (‘proud and 

arrogant house’) and, more broadly, with material cultures and practices of success in the context of transnational mobility. 

Introduction

During my ethnographic research in Țara Oașului (Oaș Country) in north-western Romania, 
what Romanians collectively call the casa făloasă (‘proud and haughty house’) or ‘occidental 
house’ appeared to me as a ‘real’ object of desire, dreams and excess rather than simply a 
utilitarian sign conceived for basic needs such as living, eating or sleeping. “Having the same 
house as in the West” represents the main drive for Oaș’s inhabitants to leave their village, to 
travel and work abroad in precarious conditions, coming back after three or six months to 
build and rebuild the house of their dreams. 

The local meanings and morphologies of the casa făloasă go beyond the complex seman-
tics of the word mândru/mândră, a prevalent adjective in rural Romanian usage to express the 
aesthetic and ethical qualities of the rural houses as the beauty of the house and the owner’s 
pride. Used all the time to refer to others’ houses, făloasă (‘proud and haughty’) is never 
used to speak about oneself and one’s own house. So, the common term for the latter case 
is simply ‘occidental house’ or ‘modern house’. This new kind of private building is a mark 
of individual success and, more generally, of a new social phenomenon linked to broader 
struggles for socioeconomic achievement and to a dynamic process of identity redefinition 
since the fall of Communism in 1989. In Oaș Country, the struggle is expressed by the lupta în 
căși (contest between houses) and in the frequently-heard sentence, “I want a larger or more 
beautiful house than my neighbour, my friend, my brother”. More than the materialisation of 
the here and now, the occidental house or casa făloasă is a process: it projects itself into the 
future without being carried on or ending. 

Associated with home, reușită (success), mândrie and mândră (pride and proud) and 
făloșenie and fălos (haughtiness and haughty) are displayed in different degrees or multiple 
sides of a very complex process of self-definition and self-improvement according to different 
levels of experience that mix local and global, deep-rootedness and mobility, tradition and 
modernity. The link between success, excess and home is not new. It is present in the an-
thropological analysis of “conspicuous constructions” (Thomas 1998) present everywhere in 
Romania, Bulgaria, the former Yugoslavia and ex-Soviet countries. The names given to buildings 

From Occidental Houses
to case făloase.
Material Cultures of Success
in Oaș Country, Romania   
Daniela Moisa

by locals and anthropologists articulate a whole vocabulary of the extraordinary and of excess: 
“dream houses” (Moisa 2009), “pride houses” (Mihăilescu 2014), “success houses” (Moisa 2011; 
Drazin 2012), “palaces” (Horvath and Astalos 2003) or “villas” (Humphrey 2001, 2002; Sabev 
2008). The main building features of these houses are their size, luxury and new architectural 
models that seem to break with vernacular patterns of architecture (Humphrey 2002). 

The phenomenon of building houses in the country of return is neither a recent phenome-
non nor one that is specific to the former socialist bloc. By the 1960s, and especially from the 
1980s onwards, many studies on transnational mobility identified ‘houses of success’ in Spain, 
Morocco, Tunisia, Turkey, Portugal, Mexico, Senegal and Jamaica.1 Usually called “world hous-
es” or “return houses” (Pinson 1986), these buildings have almost the same characteristics as 
those constructed in south-eastern Europe. Larger, more modern and more luxurious than the 
workers’ houses abroad, the houses of the transnational mobility seem “to confront the center 
and to refuse to be placed in the periphery” because their “uses and meanings change depend-
ing on the variations of the owner’s attitudes”.2 Although most of the research on migration 
underlines the link between houses and “social success” or social distinction (Schiltz 2003, 60; 
Villanova 2006, 245), it stops short of analysing the concept of ‘success’, particularly its spe-
cific links to material culture and domestic spaces. What kind of signal does the casa făloasă 
send? What does success mean more precisely, and how can the quest for success explain the 
conspicuous consumption of space? How can the material cultures of success organise and 
revitalise social networks and the everyday life of individuals and local communities? Finally, 
what is the relationship between houses and success, and what do material cultures of suc-
cess communicate about transnational mobility and social mobility in post-socialist Romania?

This article deals with what Oaș Country’s inhabitants call the casa făloasă (‘proud and 
arrogant house’) and, more broadly, with material cultures of success (Rowlands 1988, 1989) 
and practices of success in the context of transnational mobility. Related to the anthropology 
of material culture, especially to Miller’s studies about home and consuming cultures (Miller 
1998, 2001, 2005), as well as Drazin’s (1999, 2012) and Mihăilescu’s work (2014) on success 
and householding in Romania3 and Bourdieu’s reflections on habitus and everyday practices 
(Bourdieu 2000 [1972]), we define ‘success houses’ as material and practical objectifications 
in Heideggerian terms of “becoming authentic” (1958).4 This refers to the authenticity required 
to leave behind the paradigm of the past and the faithful reproduction of an original and 
perfect world in order to be integrated into a present reality and everyday experiences and 
practices. Also, the everyday practices of success find their meaning and motivation only  
in connection with a self-projection into the future and, implicitly, with a desire for self- 
improvement. This “authenticity” in its essentialist definition has been reconsidered in a plural 
articulation, such as “regimes of authenticity” (Morisset 2010) and “registers of authenticity” 
(Moisa 2011). In other words, linked to issues of heritage or spiritual and religious practices, 
authenticity means the acquisition of many forms of truth within the individual creative ex-
perience and social networks of which individuals are a part (Gauthier 2012; Adorno 2003; 
Grazian 2003; Moisa 2013; Morisset 2010). In line with the idea of ‘becoming authentic’, the 
concept of ‘home success’ allows us to go beyond the restrictive paradigm of identity in order 
to propose an anthropology of success that can highlight the power of individual agency able 
to animate and create the social and cultural environment.

Firstly, I will briefly describe the concept of success and its links to the house and material 
culture. Then, I will focus on the Oaș region and its social, cultural and economic dynamics. 
Thirdly, I will present the forms and meanings of success houses linked with everyday practices, 
with local institutions, and with personal and social experiences of material consumption. Finally, 
I will offer some concluding remarks on the success houses and their role in the reinforcement 
of transnational social networks and local identity in the context of globalisation and mobility.
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Making the invisible visible:
from immaterial to material and practical morphologies of success

Any individual and society can experience success, but success does not mean the same 
thing to everyone and in all cultures. It changes from one region to another, from one age to 
another, and from one individual to another. Its meaning can change even for one individual 
over the course of his or her life. 

The English word success comes from the Latin successus, whose primary meaning is 
“the place into which we are going”, “entry” or “openness to the future”. Its main meanings are 
connected with inheritance, because successus also means succession.5 Originating from 
the Latin exire (exit, result), or ex ego, meaning “to go outside”, the French réussite suggests 
the action of moving towards a point in the future. Its second meaning refers to the choices 
made in order to win a card game.6 The equivalent Romanian term, reușită, has the same 
etymology as the French réussite and the English success. This is the case also for its Roma-
nian synonym succes, which means victory, the goal of a competition or of a series of efforts. 
The etymologies of success denote a movement toward the future. The term also expresses 
the future in the sense of self-improvement. In other words, the concepts of becoming and 

the future are both the foundation of the 
word’s etymology. Located in a temporality 
not yet consumed or lived, the quest for suc-
cess is unpredictable and ironic: despite the 
individual’s efforts and strategies, nothing 
guarantees its achievement or its recogni-
tion (Rowlands 1994; Jones 1993; Drazin 
and Cimpoes 1999). In short, the etymology 
of success leads us to a vague concept and 
is apparently difficult to establish in every-
day life. 

From the psychological and socio-genetic 
approaches (Lomboso 1877; Sorokin 1957), 
the educational sciences (Girard 1998) and 
social sciences (Mills 1966), and approaches 
within the anthropology of material culture 
(Miller 2001, 2005; Tilley 2007 [2006]), the 
concept of success undergoes a process of 
commodification and conspicuousness. Not 
only an intrinsic dimension of the self or an in-
herited behaviour, success is also an engine 
of advancement of the material and social 
environment and an epistemological tool for 
analysing social and cultural phenomena. 
Initially, anthropological studies on consump-

tion linked success with materiality and read the human attachment to and interest in objects 
in terms of punishment: the desire to succeed is seen as a signal of the dehumanisation of the 
individual and of society. Its negative connotation comes from the anxiety produced by seeing 
consumption and objects as the centre of individual life. The increasing connection between 
subject and objects or between individual and material consumption creates a shift between 
society and an ethical and moral model which originates in Christian dogma: “Success means 
money, clothes, cars, and attracting women with a bewitching voice; but it also means losing 

1. Success iceberg.

integrity and ultimately, madness” (Mills 1966 [1951], 323). The rehabilitation of success 
depends on the object, its material restoration, and its integration in the comprehension of 
socio-cultural phenomena. It is time to reconsider success as a whole, and the interrelation 
between its invisible and visible manifestations. In other words, the material expression of 
success is equally important as immaterial ones (Fig. 1). More than materiality, the objects 
are a system of signs that encodes the social world (Baudrillard 1985, 1988). In this context, 
the house is not only the place of family, but it sways the owner’s behaviour (Miller 2001, 119–
120). It has the power of action and it can become an active vehicle that reacts and changes 
its owners (Tan 2001, 170). In other words, building and body are one in order to display and 
communicate how the individual lives, progresses (or regresses) and represents the world 
(Buchli 2002, 209). The objects have the power of creating an “external world” that has the 
same foundation “of identities, social affiliations, daily practices” (Miller 1987, 214–215).

‘Success houses’: beyond the identity

Saying that objects, or in our case, houses, are signs of identity or social status is almost a 
truism. In 1881, Morgan already said: “Tell me what house you live in, how you are accommo-
dated and how you organized your intimate life and I will tell you what are your manners, what’s 
your intellectual development, what rank you occupy in society” (Morgan 2003 [1876], 105). 
However, the link between identity, home, social standing and material environment are prob-
lematic and restrictive owing to the concept of identity. Born at the crossroads of the emer-
gence of European nations and essentialist theories of the nineteenth century, the concept 
of identity refers to a Franco-German tradition that emphasises common territory, the blood 
unit, and immemorial temporality. In such a view, identity is attached to a mythical past and 
animates an essentialist, moral, ethical and aesthetic vocabulary of perfection, authenticity, 
and truthfulness. Spatially, it is associated with a homogeneous territory and well-delimited 
borders defined in opposition to other places (Hobsbawm 2004). Despite its multiple defi-
nitions (identity and diversity, cultural pluralism and identity, etc.), identity still does not fit 
easily alongside the ideas of process and change. In the context of the critique of identity as a 
privileged tool to analyse the casa făloasă phenomenon, success shows its heuristic potential 
in understanding local and transnational phenomena surrounding the consumption of space. 

Success does not define the self within its long history, but places and describes humans 
in their everyday experiences and inside the process of “becoming true” (Heidegger 1986, 74). 
In the field of spirituality, the quest for truth acquires authority through personal experience 
(Meintel 2011; McGuire 1996). This process gives the individual the power to act and to rebuild 
the world according to disparate references that, as we will see in the case of success houses, 
are dissolving boundaries between local and global, modernity and tradition, ideas of wealth 
and poverty, etc. Furthermore, the pursuit of the ideal of the most modern and beautiful house 
communicates a way of being in space and time and acting in society:

Although still seen as a psychological trait, both inherited and instinctual, success as defined 
by Veblen is “objectified” in choices that individuals make to communicate wealth and power 
(Veblen 1931). More than a form of discourse, the materiality of success has the power to 
act and structure social ties, social tensions, and individual and collective choices. Success 

“They are working for a living, but also to demonstrate that they can and are worth more than others. They want houses 

like the others: that means being someone and becoming respected. They want to do something with their lives and 

take care of their families. They have in them that pride and vanity” (M. P., 71, Certeze).
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requires objective markers (e.g. clothes, houses or objects) to act and communicate messag-
es about the self in the society. The advantage of Veblen’s definition is, on the one hand, to 
connect success to consumption practices and materiality and, on the other hand, to explain 
the ties between success and socio-economic and symbolic mobility. In his analyses of con-
sumption in Romania, Drazin goes further and underlines the link between the temporal and 
cultural dimensions of success: without beginning or end, success expresses the will to go 
beyond what he calls the “vanishing point”: “as an explicit term, success resonates with a 
range of cultural ideas which deal with future possibilities” (Drazin 2012, 126). In the Romanian 
case, the meanings of success houses are connected to the temporal idea of living forward, 
which opens up a different epistemological outlook on social mobility that emphasises more 
the present and the future than the (communist) past.   

In Oaș Country, success represents the active and normative frameworks that regulate 
the individual ways of being and appearing in the world and in time. We define the material 
culture of success within three intersecting paradigms: (1) an ontological paradigm that 
makes the material cultures of success vehicles of self-development and improvement – 
and here it is important to speak about gradations of success – (2) a social paradigm that 
stresses that success and its material expressions structure and enliven an individual’s social 
network, and (3) a contextual paradigm whereby success depends on the individual’s polit-
ical, social and economic background. The inclusion of the material cultures of success in 
the social and everyday life analysis must integrate the temporal dimension, i.e. the ties that 
an individual forms concerning his or her future and becoming. Looking to the future nour-
ishes the strength to create social and material environments. The absence of this kind of 
connection or vision may lead to the death of the individual as a social actor and an agent of 
change. Often associated with the metaphor of the iceberg, success has two faces: one visi-
ble and the other invisible, material and immaterial, spectacular and dark. Caroline Humphrey 
has also stressed a different dual morphology of villas in post-Soviet Russia: one conferred 
by others, which is not always rewarding, and; the other one, which is rewarding, expressed 
from within (2002, 175). 

Oaș Country: a region of contradictions 

The village of Certeze and, more largely, Țara Oașului (Oaș Country), the region where Certeze 
is located, is paradoxical. On the one hand, it is the setting of a radical process of moderni- 
sation brought forth by the migration of its residents between their homes and western 
European countries. The mobility of work has led to the emergence of domestic houses and 
practices inspired by ‘Western’ lifestyles and architecture. The name varies from ‘occidental’, 
‘American’, ‘French’ or ‘Austrian’ houses, to case făloase. On the other hand, today, visitors are 
often quite astonished to find, on any given Sunday, the residents walking to church dressed 
up in colourful traditional clothing.

The migration history and architectural changes in Certeze and Oaș Country date back to 
the socialist megaprojects of the 1960s and 1980s that saw the displacement of Oaș resi-
dents all over Romania as seasonal agricultural workers. Out of all the Oșeni, the residents of 
Certeze were the most affected by this labour mobility. This mobility corresponded with the 
appearance of a local phenomenon: the construction of so-called ‘modern’ private homes, 
which were modelled on the architectural standards of the 1960s and 1970s. The image of 
these two-storey houses breaking with the horizontal, minimalist landscape as products of 
individual and local initiatives, quickly became part of the national and official discourse 
on regional development (Aluaș 1977). This phenomenon also served as an example of 

transformation and modernisation in socialist society 
(Focșa 1975, Moisa 2011). 

After the Romanian revolution of 1989, however, 
seasonal work disappeared. The Oșeni workers, having 
become accustomed to mobility, changed directions 
and started going abroad to Serbia, Austria, Germany, 
France, Italy and Spain and even the United States 
(Diminescu and Lagrave 1999). Once again, the im-
pact of this mobility was felt at the local level, as the 
inhabitants of Certeze continued to reconstruct and 
renovate the ‘modern’ houses and this time replace 
them with Western models, namely French, Italian or 
American. In other words, Oșeni inhabitants contin-
ued to do the same as before 1989, except on a much 
larger scale.  

The local phenomena of change and modernisa-
tion were not well viewed by heritage experts, ethnol-
ogists or local intelligentsia because, in the official 
discourse on national identity, Oaș Country and the 
north-western region in general are known as the cra-
dle of Romanian civilisation. This official discourse 
promoted by ethnologists, historians, archaeologists 
and geographers has been used to explain the ‘sur-
vival’ of Oșan identity, opposed to ‘modernity’ in the 
sense of change or foreign influence. So, the definition 
of Oșan identity highlighted the presence of a local 
cultural heritage expressed in the preservation of 
traditional material culture and customs: houses, cos-
tumes, dances, etc. Due to this discourse, which was 
still current in 2005 and largely affirmed by the Oșeni 
themselves, the community’s visible modernisation 
over the past decade has been either obfuscated 
or stigmatised by public and expert opinion. The 
residents were accused of lacking sensibility and a 
sense of true values after the demolition of traditional 
homes and the sale of ancient domestic objects and 
old traditional costumes. For this reason, the new phenomenon of modern and occidental 
houses has been presented as tasteless, ostentatious and proud (Focșa 1975). Within this 
climate of criticism and accusation, the Oșeni continue to perpetually build and transform 
their ‘occidental’ homes. 

What does casă făloasă mean?

‘Western-style homes’ are two- or three-storey buildings with diverse architectural forms: the 
square and symmetrical shapes that prevailed in 2001 and 2002 mutated from 2005 to 2006 
into curves, meandering lines and asymmetrical geometries. The façades are equipped with 
massive pillars evocative of the Victorian style or Greek columns of Ionic or Corinthian times. 
The exterior has monumental staircases, windows and doors with sophisticated forms and 

2. “From one year to another, 
more and more inhabitants of 
Certeze build modern houses 
as a sign of well-being offered 
by the socialist state” (Cronica 
sătmăreană, 25 July 1979, 3).

3. Family from Oaș Country, in 
front of their new house under 
construction in the early 1970s. 
Certeze, 1974.
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materials. In many cases, the walls are covered with marble or sand-
stone. The roofs, named clop (house hat) in the local language, are 
massive. The prevailing forms are hipped or arched. For example, 
the ‘French-style’ roof has two slopes and the ‘American-style’ roof 
has a single, arched slope. Construction on the roof or the house (to 
change the form or build another floor) involves significant expenses 
of up to 40,000 Euro. Even if the attic is made into a finished living 
space, it often remains empty or becomes a place to store objects or 
construction materials or a place for drying clothes. 

Like the exterior, the interior also bears markers of the West. The 
lounge is the largest and most open part of the whole house. It is sepa-
rated from the kitchen and dining room by columns or walls sectioned 
off by a shaped arch. The open configuration of the reception room is 
unusual in traditional homes, as it imposes a total separation between 
official and everyday spaces. Almost all the new houses that I visited 
have two kitchens. The old kitchen, which is an enclosed space iso-

lated in the back of the house or yard, is a place that has multiple uses: eating, sleeping, and 
socialising. It is the place where the owners’ parents or grandparents stay or live. It is dirty and, 
implicitly, hidden from view. But it is also the place for friends, neighbours and family members 
to congregate. The ‘new, modern’ kitchen is open, very visible and situated at the front of the 
new house, next to the living room. It is clean and equipped with all the necessary electrical 

appliances. The general impression is that this kitchen is not used 
every day. The presence of traditional hobs proves that some inhab-
itants use the new kitchen in the winter when the weather is cold. But 
generally, it is precisely in this modern kitchen where I was received 
and given a glass of pălincă (local water brandy). Once I deepened 
my contacts with the owners, I was usually invited into the summer 
kitchen or traditional kitchen. It works the same with the bathrooms: 
there are two bathrooms, a modern one covered with earthenware and 
stoneware, with a shower, a place for washing one’s feet and even a 
Jacuzzi, and a traditional one, located outside in the backyard of the 
house. If the first one is a symbol of ‘civilisation’ and cleanliness, the 
second one is used primarily by family members and elders. 

Almost all the bathrooms that I visited were functional. In many 
cases, Certeze inhabitants insisted that I try to wash my hands or use 
the toilet. In the 1980s and 1990s, many houses were built without duct 
systems. This situation was the cause of much mockery. Since 2005, 
this has changed thanks to residents’ proactive stance on the matter.

Both spaces are structured by local logics of sociability. The relation between the visible 
and the invisible, between tradition and modernity, must be seen as a dynamic phenomenon 
that leaves room for individual change and improvement. Inhabited or uninhabited, the occi-
dental house presents a situational image of the family that inhabits it. In other words, it is 
either changing all the time or waiting to be changed. So, the construction of the occidental 
house is almost never completed: it is transformed, adapted, enlarged or temporarily aban-
doned to future generations. The success house is distinguished by its verticality, its size, its 
luxury appearance and its continuous transformation. Partially inhabited, this house is the 
object and space of individual and family success. It communicates important messages 
about the owner and his or her family. In Baudrillard’s terms, Western houses are also part of 
a culture of seduction addressed to neighbourhoods, communities or strangers (1968).

4. After working in construction 
in the 1990s in Austria and 
Germany, I. returned and began 
the same type of work in his 
village, Huta-Certeze, and the 
greater Oaș region (Certeze). I. 
in his brother‘s house in Huta-
Certeze, 1997.

5. This ‘American style’ house is 
located on the national road that 
runs through the region. In 2005, 
it was the largest private house 
in Huta-Certeze, still unfinished 
although its construction began 
in 2001. However, in 2005, it was 
still a model for new houses with 
arched roofs which started to 
appear throughout the whole 
region. 2005.

House, family and generations:
social ties and economical regulations of success

From the birth of their first child, many Romanian parents are already focused on giving him or 
her a future, embodied in the image of a house. As a long-term plan, the house construction fore-
casts and allocates the place that each child will occupy socially and spatially within the com-
munity and household economy. Despite the need to guarantee a place for themselves in their 
retirement, ensuring possession of a house to give to one’s children remains a parental priority:

Children and their houses grow up together, so to speak, which attaches and roots them as 
individuals in the local environment. Yet, the material environment cannot be conceived of 
separately from its social significance: the house is linked not only to the land, but especially 
to a duty to ensure the transmission of a material and emotional heritage. V., 30 years old and 
currently building his own house, decided to come back to live in his village because “our family 
and our home are here”. E., 45 years old, who worked in France for four years, also explains:

In the majority of cases we studied8, the house built by the parents remains unfinished. The 
walls are high and “it’s up to the child to continue as he or she wants”. In addition to its eco-
nomic and financial purpose, working in the West is the first step towards the integration of 
young people in local and transnational networks founded by their parents: “My son works 
abroad to have his own house in Certeze. He’s been doing it for two years already”, says I., 67, 
from Certeze. She continued, “Right now, he is waiting a little and when his son, my grand-
son, will be older, he will bring him along and find him a job”. At the time of the interview, I.’s 
grandson was 14 years old. In this process, children undergo a double anchoring that is both 
spatial and practical: 

The house becomes a landmark for children around which their social and economic choices 
are structured. The casa făloasă not only controls its owner or future owners, but is also often 
a subject of concern for young people. Pleased or not, the young generation’s commitment is 
as strong and long-lasting as their houses.

“For example, I’ve had four children, so I have built four houses, four căși [houses], [one] for each child ... Everyone who 

has children thinks like this: if he has a child, he builds him a house ... and he makes another for himself. So, he will have 

a place to live when he is old” (M., 43, Certeze, two children, three houses).

“You know, the majority of Romanians that are working in Paris come from Certeze and Oaș Country. There [in Paris], 

no families are living alone ... You do not change much over there. I believe that those who are accustomed to Paris are 

those who do not have much at home in terms of family and friends. I have met people from Brăila7 or other localities 

in Romania: they wanted to stay in France. Here, in Oaș, that is very rare. They come home and ... build houses. For 

example, it would be easy for me to live in France if my daughter were with me. But nobody wants to let her live with me: 

neither my mother nor my husband, nobody ... It is very difficult to live away from them, it is impossible actually. We 

are all here, in this village, and everyone, depending on the money they had, built a house on their plot of land. Everyone 

wants to build on their plot of land” (E., 45, Certeze, 2005).

“I had a house built by my parents. I changed the inside, I destroyed the walls ... Then I returned to Paris ... When I returned 

[to Romania], I turned once again ... Here, it’s like that: all money is invested in căși [houses]. On the other hand, here it is 

not like abroad ... Nowhere is better than home! There may be areas that are not as lucky as us. Other people that choose 

to leave, they do that because they have no family, no home. They have nothing. So they go abroad and never return. But 

if you have something here, a house, a family, you come back, right?” (M., 30, Huta-Certeze, owner of a modern house).
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Between dreams and reality: different rhythms and forms 

Young and old people alike are affected by the rhythms at which their homes are evolving. 
Despite efforts to remain up to speed, the older generations sometimes feel overwhelmed. 
By comparing my observations with those of Attias-Donfut and Segalen (2007, 25), we notice 
that grandparents’ involvement and actions are more a matter of duty and social coercion 
than a quest for personal fulfilment driven by ludic and emotional urges. Their actions are 
intimately linked with the idea of property and familial unity. Their sense of duty and attach-
ment to the household as a whole has a price: the archetypical daily tasks usually assigned 
to bătrâni (elders) remain the same: taking care of grandchildren, staying close to home and 
participating in daily household chores. These include agricultural work for men, and cooking, 
cleaning, washing and animal feeding for women. With the departure of the adult or middle 
generation, the elders find themselves alone to bear the weight of the household and take 
care of grandchildren, as well as the responsibilities associated with building new houses for 
all of the children who are abroad (e.g. buying materials, negotiating with the builder’s team). 
Most often, the eldest man in the family is actively involved in the construction of the house, 
while the grandmother prepares the meals:

The women seem the most affected simply because, in the traditional division of labour, all 
the housework is assigned to them. In the context of mobility, the women who stay in the 
village must work three or four times more than in the past, and often, their role is not visible 
or recognized. These tasks are confined to the summer kitchen or the backyard. The visible 
side of the house (e.g. the new house, the front of the house or the salon, and the new kitchen) 
are preserved for important occasions such as marriage celebrations. 

“I have two boys. When I came here, I lived in the same house with my mother-in-law. It was a covered straw house. In 

1967, we built another one for us. The home you see today was built in 1985. But we have changed it three times since 

then because the children did not like it. They wanted things to be otherwise. The yellow house next door ... is the home 

of George, my son, who is in Italy. He and his father made the model and then we monitored the workers’ team. I painted 

the outside of my house yellow when I finished George’s house ... I’ve had enough changes! I am old and I continue 

to change things in my house. It is not over yet. (I find myself) all the time in the whitewash ... The whitewash doesn’t 

matter ... But I must cook all the time for the workers! ... Every day, since I was young ... What I do is cook, cook ...” 

(O., 58, Huta-Certeze, 2005).

6a/b. Both houses belong to 
M. B.’s children. The first one 
is constructed in the ‘French 
style’ and belongs to his son, 
who worked several years in 
France. At the moment of our 
field research, he was working 
in construction in Romania.
The second house is his daugh-
ter’s, who is a medical assistant 
and has never worked abroad. 
The models are taken from 
Certeze, with some modifica-
tions. Despite this, both houses 
are named ‘occidental’ houses. 
Certeze, 2005.

The casa făloasă and the marriage institution

Beyond its symbolic value, the casa făloasă has a growing importance in matrimonial alli-
ances and in matters of honour. The appearance of the new house determines one’s choice 
of partner. What has changed compared to the traditional pattern is the fact that all children 
receive a house now, not only the boys. The wedding event is the most important moment 
in terms of the visibility of the house and its owner. Almost all weddings are organized in 
August, the holiday period when people who have gone abroad to work return home to their 
families. Ninety per cent of young people marry someone local, preferably from Certeze. In 
other words, it is rare that a young person from Certeze marries someone from abroad or 
even from another village. However, girls are more likely to marry outside the region than boys, 
who usually remain in the village.  

The marriage ceremony has two parts: a traditional part (with traditional costumes, music 
and dance) and a modern part (with modern clothes). In the first part, the Western house 
represents the main stage of traditional ceremonies and rituals. It is there that the traditional 
ceremony is staged. Despite the paradoxical coexistence of tradition and modernity, both 
have the same purpose: to articulate a recipe for success and the message of individual and 
family accomplishment. Marriage is the most important moment at which to evaluate the 
place of the new family and kinship and position it within the local society. The larger and 
more beautiful the houses and costumes are, the more the owner and his family are honoured 
and respected. 

The casa făloasă and honour: social regulation of success in everyday life

An individual’s and family’s aspirations for change are shared with other individuals in the 
community. A ‘true’ or ‘authentic’ modern house must correspond to an honourable family. 
But what criteria are used to define an honourable family? The money earned abroad and 
materialised into a new house is appreciated if the owner is part of a neam respectabil (hon-
est lineage) composed of oameni de cuvânt (people of their word). Both sides of the success 
iceberg must be in perfect balance: if the local code of ‘a beautiful and big house’ is trans-
gressed by dishonourable behavior, such as a person who has not earned the money honestly 
or who has insulted someone, etc., the owner’s house is qualified as făloasă, meaning osten-
tatious and arrogant and implicitly communicating a false identity. So, in the local context, 
identifying a building as a casă făloasă is the first sign of the owner’s economic, social and 
symbolic failure.

Traditionally, the social honour system functions face-to-face (in presentia): the commu-
nity is able to judge an individual’s behaviour and actions. Massive transnational mobility has 
transformed the local system of social, ethical and moral control. Western houses replace 
their owners and become the vehicle of an amplification of honour that allows confronta-
tion and social stabilisation. Western houses represent their owners’ hard work abroad and, 
implicitly, communicate the message of their success and authority. However, the material 
message is not static, because the dream of success itself is never satiated. All those who 
manage to achieve a social or economical goal just move on to the next temptation. This 
behaviour of sustaining the unrealised state of personal aspiration and desire is the main 
characteristic of the material cultures of consumption and success: one more floor, another 
new roof model, a different colour for the wall, etc. Once obtained, one’s ‘success’ must be 
nourished at all times. The sentence “I want the same house, but more massive and much 
more beautiful” also expresses the social network and socio-economic dynamics of the 

76 77



community. One of the forms these internal social and economical dynamics take is the 
competition expressed mainly in terms of house height and size: 

At the same time, the result, at least in 2005, 
is not a maze of skyscrapers. The desire to 
have “a house identical to my neighbour’s, 
but taller and wider” or the desire for distinc-
tion is approved insofar as it remains within 
the limits imposed by the community. One 
can overstep the boundaries, but only by a 
little. Otherwise, the person is suspected of 
fălos behaviour, characterised as arrogant, 
proud, and without esteem or consideration 
for others. So, the regional terms of fală and 
făloșenie are negatively connoted, as they re-
fer to an exacerbation of pride and a mixture 
of arrogance and presumption associated 
with parade and pomposity.

The competition has its normative bounds. In other words, the conduct of an individual rela-
tive to his or her home and identity must respect the implicit principles of compliance with 
the local habitus as it concerns beauty, greatness and being ‘modern’. Yet, this compliance 
goes hand-in-hand with a concern for distinction. This dialectical relationship actually allows 
each individual to express again and again from a small number of implicit principles his or 
her dreams and aspirations and, finally, a new identity. However, if the dialectical rules are 

broken, the individual must face sanctions that can go as far as his or 
her social marginalisation from the community. The concern for dis-
tinction within the bounds of social compliance thus remains invisi-
ble to an outsider to the local culture. The deviations from the norm 
are in the details, not in the basic structures. Installing a greater roof 
actually corresponds to a roof of the same size but of a different col-
our or more expensive materials. After approaching the upper limits 
of height and size, individuals focus on other areas where their im-
provement can be detected: the house front, façade, fence, courtyard, 
doors and windows, stairs, reception areas, etc.

The success house can be affected if its owner does not possess 
a symbolic capital accumulated or inherited through personal ef-
fort. The most memorable example is a certain house from Certeze. 
Even though the house size exceeds that of the other buildings, that 
does not spare the owner from acquiring a bad reputation for having 
used the money that his parents earned in France by begging at the 
entrance to churches. Subsequently, “money does not buy prestige” 
(Scott 1989), and honour or money is not a guarantee of success 
(Greenberg 1995; Watanabe 1992).

“If I come home, I will see that you did the roof with two slopes, Yes, I’ll put in an attic room. I will not use red but green 

tiles. Ah! You did that! I’ll rebuild my fence. I will build a higher fence style. And hence the competition: if the neighbour 

built a two-storey house, I will build three floors. If the neighbour has built a loft, I will do the same. If he made a dome, 

I will do it differently, etc.” (M., 30, Huta-Certeze).

8. “I want a house like that of my 
neighbour, but taller and wider”. 
Certeze, 2004.

7. Team of builders at work. The 
former home’s ground floor was 
partially destroyed in order to 
add a second level. The owner’s 
dream was to obtain an ‘Amer-
ican style’ house with rounded 
walls. Certeze, 2004.

Conclusion

It is important to underline that owners of success houses use the terms ‘Western houses’ 
or ‘modern buildings’ to define their own house and implicitly to speak about themselves, 
and their social and economic accomplishments, as well as asserting their own way “to be 
modern” (Mihăilescu 2014). On the other hand, the term casa făloasă is used to speak about 
others, more specifically the houses that are the biggest and where there are suspicions of 
misconduct on the part of the owner. So, the casa făloasă (‘proud and haughty house’) is 
more than a moniker, it is a moral judgement upon the other. ‘Others’ here refers to those 
individuals who exhibit unconventional behaviour compared to the local codes of honour and 
success. The only positive local name in use is casa mândră (‘proud house’), which connotes 
traditional values of beauty (which must be synonymous with cleanliness), hard work (the 
house must be large) and morality (the house reflects the feminine purity and the family’s 
good behaviour and ethical code). In this context, using the concept of făloase to speak about 
consumeristic constructions in rural Romania in general is reductive: it places attention on 
only one side of the phenomena of social mobility and socio-economic consumption; it reifies 
only one of the multiple forms that success takes on in everyday life experiences and practices, 
and ignores the dynamic dimension of success. 

We can conclude that the success house is used for both personal and familial improve-
ment. In this collective movement, individuals are not passive. Their active changes must 
comply with the local aesthetic, ethical and social codes driven by local institutions such as 
family, marriage and honour. These local codes are not fixed, but are rather transformed by 
diverse and personal experiences of mobility. The relationship between local institutions and 
Western material culture is reciprocal: one influences the other and vice versa.  

Success houses do not express societal control or blind submission to the local past and 
institutions, but rather the practice of maintaining sociocultural ties beyond geographical 
and cultural boundaries. The continual construction of success houses in Certeze reconciles 
opposing concepts and engages the individual in a continuous process of self-improvement. 
At the same time, the success house establishes and normalises social, economic and sym-
bolic networks. Despite the ‘house struggle’, the transformation of success houses represents 
a process of creation and maintenance of social, emotional and economic cohesion and 
pride. Beyond individual specificities and personal experiences of mobility, each inhabitant 
and family of the village of Certeze acts as an informal and normative unit that decides what 
is or is not ‘authentic’ and which ‘house of success’ is or is not respectable. In Enya’s words, 

“only change is here to stay”. 
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Footnotes

1 About Portuguese, Turkish, and African communities, 
see de Villanova and Bonvalet (1999, 213). For Bonnin’s 
study in France and the Turkish community, see Bonnin 
(1999).

2 Bonnin (1999, 79). See also the following oppositions: 
home of departure vs return home (Pinson 1999), second-
ary house vs principal house (Remy 1999), small house vs 
large house, poor vs rich house, inhabited vs uninhabited, 
etc. (Pinson 1999; de Villanova et al. 1994; Bonnin and de 
Villanova 1999; Sayad 1999, 2006; Lopez 2010, etc.).

3 In 2011, I edited an issue of the journal Martor entit-
led Pour une anthropologie de la réussite / Towards an 
Anthropology of Success. My article “Du couteau à la mai-
son. Pratiques et matérialités de la réussite au village de 
Certeze” included here presented the main ideas devel-
oped in my PhD thesis on dream homes in Oaș Country  
(Reconstruction of social identities in socialist and 
post-socialist Romania) presented in 2010, at the Univer-
sité Laval. It is also the basis for my forthcoming book 
on success houses and material cultures of success in 
Romania from Presses de l’Université Laval, Canada.

4 I have developed these ideas on authenticity and the 
quest for authenticity linked with individual spirituality 
and everyday practices and experiences in three previ-
ously published articles (Moisa 2011, 2013, 2016). See 
also Vintilă Mihăilescu (2014).

5 https://fr.wiktionary.org/wiki/successus#la, March 
2016.

6 http://www.littre.org/definition/r%C3%A9ussite, 
March 2016. 

7 Town situated in south-eastern Romania.

8 32 families and 45 houses in four villages from Oaș 
Country (Certeze, Huta-Certeze, Moișeni and Călinești).

Picture credits

Figures 1, 5–8 © Daniela Moisa. Figure 3 © personal 
archive of M.A. Figure 4 © personal archive of I.
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