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“Conspicuous constructions” (Thomas 1998) mushroomed almost everywhere as post-totalitarian and/or poor countries 

suddenly opened to the global market. Rural Romanian proud houses emerged after the fall of communism as the main 

investment – and involvement – of labour migration. They changed the rural landscape and staged the post-peasant 

status of their owners. Recently, this trend has been challenged by a growing ‘rustic’ style preference of (returning) 

migrants. Based on five years of fieldwork in different villages, this paper reviews the main approaches of this social 

phenomenon, stressing its symbolic meaning as creating distance from peasanthood and seeking modernity. Finally, 

an approach in terms of ‘spatial anthropology’ is suggested.

This already famous photo by Petruț Călinescu (Fig. 1) sums up what happened in most parts 
of the Romanian countryside after the fall of communism; a second image (Fig. 2) may confirm 
it. Following the significance of these photos, the question driving this paper is about how 
and why this “turbo-architecture” (Vöckler 2010) came to Romania.1 In order to engage with 
this phenomenon, however, we first have to take a look at its historical background.

Reading a House.
Migration, Households and
Modernity in Post-communist
Rural Romania
Vintilă Mihăilescu

1. The village of Certeze, Oaș 
Country, 2010.

What was before and what came after

Communist ideology and policies produced a huge displacement of people from cooper-
ativised villages to increasingly industrialised cities. About 3 million peasants thus moved 
into cities and the rural population dropped from 75% before WWII to 45% at the end of the 
80s. However, this unilinear process of urbanisation and industrialisation was not, in fact, as 
straightforward as claimed by the Party. Rural households were in fact “diffuse households”  
(Mihăilescu and Nicolau 1995; Mihăilescu 
2000), dispersed in space but reunited in do-
mestic networks of redistribution of resourc-
es, work, and consumption. On a daily, weekly 
or periodical basis, the mobile members of 
the household worked to reintegrate the orig-
inal home for domestic work, exchange of 
goods and shared consumption, as well as 
emotional support. Rural centrifugal migra-
tion following the political master plan was 
thus counterbalanced in reality by centripe-
tal mobility and shared household strategies. 
The final result was the “worker peasant” 
described by Szelenyi (1988) – or the rural 
urbanite.

After the fall of communism, internal migration followed an opposite trend. In the rush towards 
a market economy, deindustrialisation dismantled about 80% of the industrial enterprises, 
which further produced a decrease of about 20% in the first hundred towns in Romania, a re-
duction in the number of employees from 8.1 million in 1990 to 4 million in 2011, and a number 
of shrinking cities (Fig. 3). A large segment 
of the communist industrial urbanites were 
thus forced to return to their former rural 
households for survival. The part of the pop-
ulation that was active in agriculture conse-
quently grew from 28.5% in 1989 to 43.5% in 
2001. After 1996, the rural-urban migration 
flow was thus inverted for the first time in the 
modern history of the country. 

On the other side, the former agricultural co-
operatives had been dissolved overnight and 
the land re-distributed to their pre-communist 
owners. An “agrarian” (focused on property) 
and not “agricultural” (focused on productivi-
ty) land reform (von Hirschhausen 1997) and 
the customary law of egalitarian inheritance of the land quickly left the people without means 
of production and with a fragmented land made up of small plots: 2.6 million households 
possessed less than one hectare. Subsistence domestic economy made its come-back. 

The return migration of the communist urbanites initially produced a rural overpopulation 
and a growing self-employment in agriculture. This growing population with fewer and fewer 
resources later fuelled emigration, with Romania nowadays counting about 3 million citizens 

2. Apuseni region, 2012.

3. A former communist indus-
trial plant in Alba County, 2007.
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working abroad. Most of them send their revenues back home. Between 2005 and 2014, the 
amount of these remittances was officially evaluated at 42 billion Euros. Sociological polls 
determined that between 70% and 90% of this money was invested in building new houses or 
rehabilitating old ones, and refurbishing and buying a large range of domestic goods. “It’s just 
like changing your old Trabant for a brand new Mercedes!”, a young migrant explained to me.

A market economy was coming to Romania. However, after the fall of communism, and 
especially after its final decade of extreme deprivation and food shortages, this shift to a mar-
ket economy in Romania emerged as a kind of ‘market of desire’ (Mihăilescu 2014b), where 
consumption was not fuelled by perceived needs but rather by unrestrained desires to be 
fulfilled by a seemingly unlimited access to Western goods.2 Market consumption was – and 
still is, to some extent – the way to the long-forbidden Occident, and to imagined modernity. 

Migration and proud houses
 

With this huge external labour migration and internal market of desire, proud houses started 
to take the place of former ‘traditional’ households. Spreading out all over the country, with 
higher or lower densities according to local rates of migration,3 proud houses may be linked 
to “new possibilities of consumption [that] have been used to embody elements of modernity” 
(Miller 1995, 282).

Proud houses are not a style; actually, they have no style at all. They can best be described 
only in terms of their excesses (Fig. 4–5): excess shape, excess rooms (up to 10 or 15, empty 
in most of the cases and most of the time), excess paint (bright colours), excess ornaments, a 
‘bricolage’ of elements and influences picked up from what the owner has seen abroad, on the 

4. The town of Cajvana,
Bukovina, 2011.

internet or looking at his or her neighbours, 
and of ongoing improvisation. Many such 
houses are designed and re-designed by their 
owners while abroad and they change their 
minds according to new insights – “houses 
by phone”, as Tue and Toderaș (2012) call 
them. The purpose of the proud house is not 
so much shelter per se, but rather “for aes-
thetics, for use … no, not for use!” – as one 
such new householder told me, while another 
explained, “so that people can see how nice it 
is”. Even the building materials were chosen 
mainly for their perceived degree of appear-
ing highly modern rather than according to 
some scrutinised functional characteristics 

– and they always had to be ‘Western’! 

In public perception, such proud houses are kitsch for architects, outrageous for ethnogra-
phers and irrational for economists, but their owners do not seem to care … If asked about 
their reasons, most of them will not have much to say: “Why, it’s totally normal, isn’t it?”, they 
replied to Fehérváry (2002, 370) in Hungary. In Madagascar, people were “simply content to 
tell me that ‘white houses’ were ‘good’ (tsara), a term which combines ideas of the functional 
with the aesthetic raising one” (Thomas 1998, 437). In the Romanian case, the most frequent 
answer was just “we wanted to make something nice”. And they (never!) made investments or 
property claims: proud houses seem to be “terminal commodities” (Kopytoff 1986). ‘Normal’, 
‘good’, ‘nice’ ... all these generic answers just sum up a wishful thinking about a proper life, as 
the one ‘modern’ people have. 

The rustic turn

In the last few years, the building of proud 
houses has started to decline, a ‘rustic’ style 
(Fig. 6) taking its place to some extent and 
spreading all over the country. But, this does 
not mean that they are far from modernity, 
new ‘rustic houses’ being “modern and tradi-
tional at the same time” – as one such owner 
explained to me some years ago.

As for the case of proud houses, one can 
hardly speak about a ‘style’. It is rather a 
patchwork rustic repertoire of items inspired 

5. A street in Cajvana, Bukovina, 
2013.

“The peasants too, you know, are in fashion, after the manner of those in towns, they are following the luxury of those in 

town if one may say so, with the due quotation marks. Meaning that everyone has to have what one desires, no more 

than is necessary for a decent life. Being in fashion means to have whatever is new on the market, new TV stuff, keeping 

the pace with it. For instance, if something new comes on the market, say a set or parquet or something like that, it 

should be gotten right away to furbish the house, supply the household with whatever it needs … what’s on the market … 

to keep the pace …” (a 39-year-old householder in Pucheni village explained to Corina Cimpoieru, 2010).

6. Apuseni region, 2012.
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from urban architects and designers, ‘rustic’ restaurants and pensions, handicraft fairs, etc., 
all of them supposed to stage rural life. In most of the cases, common objects from the tra-
ditional peasant household are turned, as such or in detached components (ploughs, rakes, 
scythes, wooden carts and yokes, troughs and pails, etc.), into decorative objects carefully 

staged in a ‘rustic’ way. Sometimes these are 
objects from one’s own former household, 
the most salient case being that of still func-
tional wooden carts turned into flower sup-
ports (Fig. 7); sometimes such objects are 
taken over from elderly neighbours or bought 
from village fairs (Fig. 8) (Mihăilescu 2011). 

The houses themselves are compara-
tively small, much less colourful and with 
fewer decorative gadgets than proud houses. 
Building materials are also different, wood 
being staged as a fetish material culture item 
in itself: “Romanian domesticity is wooden” 
(Drazin 2001, 179).  “Here, in our county, hous-
es used to be made of wood, it’s good to 

build as before”, a young migrant villager explained to me while showing his new house cov-
ered with artistically plastic imitations of deal boards. Stone may be a choice too, for similar 
reasons: “here, the houses used to have stone foundations”, another householder explained 
to me in another village. To put it briefly, even if they are fakes (Fig. 9), building materials must 
call forth the local and the traditional.

Reading a house

Why are (mainly) migrant people in the Romanian countryside building such houses? How 
should we read their meanings?

These issues can – and have been – ap-
proached in different ways, from different 
perspectives and on different levels. In the 
following pages, I will propose a rough and 
rather didactic overview of some of these 
approaches, before also suggesting a per-
sonal one.

Perhaps the first option one is tempted 
to embrace is an ‘economical’ approach. In-
deed, from an economic perspective, these 
new houses – particularly proud houses – 
may seem irrational – or at least just ‘con-
spicuous consumption’. But, if conspicuous 
behaviours are indeed flourishing on the 
‘market of desire’, it is not a kind of Veblenian 

middleclass-based consumption (Veblen 1953 [1899]), but rather one that is more frequently 
found in emergent economies and emancipating social categories. In such cases, as sug-
gested by Kerwin Kofi and his colleagues, the reason for the visible luxury is rather to fend 

7. Wooden cart turned into a 
flower display, Apuseni region, 
2012.

8. Traditional objects bought 
from village fairs, Oaș Country, 
2011.

9. New house with plastic 
imitation-stone façade,
Arieșeni, Alba County, 2012.

off the negative perception that the owner is poor than to really claim a status of wealth (Kofi 
et al. 2009). At any rate, conspicuous consumption may be a fact, but one still has to wonder 
why it has to be this way and to such an extent: what are its reasons beyond mere showing off? 

In this sense, a quite different perspective may shed some light: the semiotic approach. 
What I have in mind by this is mainly Baudrillard’s ideas about the simulacrum and simulation. 
Indeed, proud houses and especially rustic ones seem to be “no longer a question of imi-
tation, nor duplication, nor even parody. It is a question of substituting the signs of the real 
for the real” (Baudrillard 1994, 2). Rural residents are building signs of their not-yet-existing 
urban modernity, post-peasants are simulating a no-longer existing peasant, and rustic is a 
self-simulacrum of the rural. “To dissimulate is to pretend not to have what one has. To simu-
late is to feign to have what one doesn’t have. One implies a presence, the other an absence” 
(ibidem): proud houses as well as rustic ones are indeed staging an absence. But why are 
they doing this, what are the reasons for it, what are these simulacra standing for? The semi-
otic approach cannot – or has no need to – give further answers. Yet, it nevertheless points 
to some kind of hidden reason: what these households are really about is not what we see at 
first glance; they are ‘signs’ of something beyond the visible.  

A closely related but nevertheless distinct approach, which we may call ‘symbolic’, opens 
further to this ‘beyond’. In this respect, let us take a closer look at just one object that ac-
companies these new, ‘post-peasant’ households: the swing. A handmade, massive wooden 
swing is placed in full view in the garden of almost all these households, in an almost stand-
ard form. Why? “It’s nice …”, the answer comes always. Yet, obviously it is more than this: the 
swing is the perfect symbol of recreation, loisir, non-work. As a matter of fact, in more than 
90% of the households I was able to observe a swing in the yard instead of the cows that 
would have been there in earlier times. Productive work is leaving the domestic space, thus 
achieving the “division of enterprise and household” that Max Weber considered crucial for 
the shift from “traditional” to “modern” capitalist societies (Weber 1995, 12). Both proud and 
rustic houses are thus not just showing off and seeking distinction; they are the material 
means to break through the material space of a former and rejected way of life: modernisation 
had to start with households.

We are thus closer to a more embracing approach, one which we may call sociological or 
anthropological. Indeed, this housing process is a social phenomenon which we may even 
call “total” in the sense of Marcel Mauss. What, then, is the “totality” that new houses are 
staging or even performing?

On a ‘local’ (national) scale, proud houses are claims of emancipation, of status change: 
social distance from peasanthood. They seem to be rooted in a dramatically perceived feeling 
of backwardness, but also of social inequity and marginalisation: “I told you, living here without 
light, without electricity, having no gas, being in the dark [!] and isolated from town, people [in 
the countryside] thought the moment came to break through it” (41-year-old householder, my 
emphasis). Proud house owners are just turning their backs to the secular, subordinated status 
of the peasant, to past and local, in order to find their way to a kind of generic middle class. Later 
on, rustic houses have to ‘simulate’ a return to tradition and the local. Traditional items are thus 
stricto sensu circulating and recycled in order to produce an ‘as-if traditional ambiance’, some-
thing we could call ‘traditionality’. The rustic repertoire is not staging ‘selective objects’ of the 
past as accredited traditions, but rather expressing through them ‘elective feelings’ of local be-
longing. Rustic householders are not enmeshed in the ‘traditional’ local, nor are they reproduc-
ing it: they are instead trying to make sense of living it. “It is legitimate to wonder whether the 
belonging to a local horizon is not one of the necessary conditions for building up what makes 
us human”, Francoise Choay considers (Choay 2011, 233). As if echoing her thought, a young 
householder from Cajvana village once whispered to me:  “We wanted to be ourselves again!”  
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On a more global scale, both proud houses and rustic ones are materialisations of an ‘expected 
modernity’ that we may find in many other places too. In his book on “expectations of moder-
nity”, for instance, James Ferguson confessed that “listening to informants [from Zambia’s 
copper belt] discuss the contrast between ‘the village’ and ‘the town’, or ‘African’ tradition 
versus ‘European’ modernity, I often had the unsettling sense that I was listening to an out- 
of-date sociology textbook” (Ferguson 1999, 84). Even if “modernist metanarratives” were 
long since deconstructed, “modernization theory had become a local tongue, and sociologi-
cal terminology and folk classifications had become disconcertingly intermingled in inform-
ants’ intimate personal narratives” (ibidem). A discourse of the dominant Other, modernity 
was turned by the locals into an elective and intimate image of it, and thereby a goal to be 
attained by them. From a normative explicans, it became a descriptive explicandum, as 
Ferguson puts it. Starting from here, we may turn Ferguson’s “expectations of modernity” 
into an ‘expected modernity’ as a motivation for self-made, private modernisation strategies. 
After centuries of being the object of state top-down modernisation, peasants managed to 
become its bottom-up subjects. Their houses do not seek comfort, but rather status state-
ments of a dignified social identity.4 

In fact, these buildings are to a large extent also identity-building: individual identities, 
of course, but also a kind of shared, social identity of a whole category of people. To better 
understand this dimension of proud and rustic houses, one may resort to a psychological ap-
proach – or at least what could be labelled by default as ‘psychological’. What I have in mind 
in this case are mainly the up-dated versions of Hegel’s theory of the “struggle for recognition” 
(Hegel 1977 [1807]). Against Hobbes’ egoist interest principle of homo homini lupus, what in 
the final instance affirms this theory is the fact that man is a being who is fully alive only in 
the eyes of the Other: one cannot be an accomplished person if not socially recognised as 
such by some group to which one belongs.5 Rephrasing this idea, on may then say that what 
basically motivates human action, what constitutes humans’ “engine of action” (Coleman 
1988), is the ‘need to belong’ – and the complementary ‘fear of exclusion’. 

In this line, what all these ‘post-peasants’ are looking for, after a time of non-recogni-
tion and disregard (Missachtung), is the social recognition of their legitimate belonging to a 
long-awaited space of modernity and a dignified position in this social space. However, it is 
a kind of ‘displaced recognition’, the migrants being unable to obtain their social recognition 
in the foreign spaces in which they work and live and where they will always be Gastarbeiter. 
Therefore, whatever their life in the future, recognition – and thus belonging – have to be en-
sured by such housing “objectifications” (Miller 1987) back home. Building their houses may 
last for many years, some will be changed again and again, and a few will be never finished, 
but identity-building too is a ‘work in progress’.
 

A spatial anthropology of housing

The more we open up the approach to this housing process, the more it becomes clear that 
building one’s home is deeply linked to one’s search for identity, i.e. to placing oneself in a 
social space of meaningful belonging. One may even say that, in this respect, a house is a 
‘performative’ identity. 

To ‘read’ a house from such a point of view may benefit from the so-called “spatial turn in 
humanities”.6 Beyond their interest in GIS (geographic information systems), what scholars 
committed to this approach7 basically assert is that “space is a social construction relevant 
to the understanding of the different histories of human subjects and to the production of 
cultural phenomena … In other ways, the spatial turn is much more substantive, involving 

a reworking of the very notion and significance of spatiality to offer a perspective in which 
space is every bit as important as time in the unfolding of human affairs, a view in which 
geography is not relegated to an afterthought of social relations, but is intimately involved 
in their construction. Geography matters, not for the simplistic and overly used reason that 
everything happens in space, but because where things happen is critical to knowing how and 
why they happen” (Warf and Santa 2009, 1). This is not to say that space has been missing 
from our perceptions and interpretations of social phenomena, but mainly that this ‘spatial 
turn’ tries to rebalance our understanding of the human after centuries of “an overdeveloped 
historical contextualisation of social life and social theory that actively submerges and 
peripheralises the geographical or spatial imagination” (Soja 1993, 140), a “time hegemony” 
that imposed itself as the dominant frame of mind at least from the origins of evolutionism 
and the invention of the Primitive up to “the end of history”.

In line with this generic ‘turn’, what I roughly suggest in the present paper as ‘spatial anthro-
pology’ is a complementary ‘reading’ of housing as ‘performative’, i.e. as body and embodied 
productions of a social space of belonging. Or, rephrasing the same idea, a spatial anthro-
pology of housing should look at the individual and social practices by which spatial intimacies 
are created and inhabited8: home as spatial living, not just as living space. Because space is not 
only an epistemological tool for framing life, neither is it only Lefebvre’s “lived space” (Lefebvre 
1974): it is a way of being, it is ontology. 

This kind of approach should also redesign to some extent the very ethnography of housing, 
bringing into the forefront the silent practices of building, inhabiting space or “performing 
absences” (Eckehard 2013), and thus “emplacing” (Gieryn 2000) the struggle for belonging 
and recognition, but also more circumscribed social processes like migration, kinship, status, 
emotional ties etc., beyond the discursive claims people may make about all this. Placing 
one’s house in the village and kinship space, designing it, experimenting with the number of 
rooms and their distribution, choosing materials of construction, furniture and appliances 
and placing them in the house, and above all managing physical distances and social positions 
through housing – all these are just some of the performative issues an anthropology of 
(domestic) space could and should follow in more detail. Looking more closely at the practical 
management of materialities and their distribution in space could thus unfold not only hidden 
mental maps, but also overt performative productions of self and society that we must learn 
better to ‘read’. 

Footnotes

1 As a matter of fact, such “conspicuous constructions” 
(Thomas 1998) mushroomed almost everywhere as 
post-totalitarian and/or poor countries suddenly opened 
to the global market. They have been documented in 
post-socialist countries, includig Russia (Humphrey 
2002), Poland (Pine 2002), Hungary (Fehérváry 2002), 
Romania (Moisa 2010; Mihăilescu 2011, 2014a), Bulgaria 
(Duijzings 2013), Albania (Dalakoglou 2010; Dalipaj 2012) 
and Kosovo (Vöckler 2010), with Roma communities 
(Tesăr 2016), but also in remote societies like Mexico 
(Heyman 1994), Jamaica (Miller 2008), Cameroon (Row-
lands 1994) and Madagascar (Thomas 1998).

2 ‘Market of desire’ has, in this case, a mainly descrip-
tive aim, different from Michel Clouscard’s more critical 
and normative use of the term (Clouscard 2008). 

3 For a review on the relationship between migration, 
remittances, and household strategies, see, for instance, 
Cohen 2011.

4 A particular dimension of this ‘dignity’ concerns the 
family status of women who, due to migration, renegoti-
ated their position in family and kin groups and challenged 
the traditional ‘masculine dominance’ (see, for instance, 
Vlase 2015).

5 See, for instance, Honneth 1995 and 2007, Fraser 
and Honneth 2003, Ricoeur 2004, Taylor 1994, and Caillé 
2007. 

6 In 1986, Foucault and Miskowiec were already proph-
esying that “the present epoch will perhaps be above all 
the epoch of space … One could perhaps say that certain 
ideological conflicts animating present-day polemics 
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oppose the pious descendants of time and the deter-
mined inhabitants of space” (Foucault and Miskowiec 
1986, 22).

7 For a review, see, for instance, Gieryn 2000.

8 Linking inhabiting (habiter) to habit (habitude), Gaston 
Bachelard was advancing in 1957 the idea of “topo-analy-
sis”, defined as “a systematic psychological inquiry of 
the sites of our intimate life” (Bachelard 1961, 27). From 
this point of view, we should agree with Bachelard as he 
states that the house is an ensemble of organic habits, 
meaning by this a system of embodiments the body will 
not forget. At the antipodes and using Latour’s totally 
different parlance, we may also say that home is an 
ensemble of placed “attachments” (Latour 1999). 

Picture credits

Figure 1 © Petruț Călinescu.
Figures 2–9 © Vintilă Mihăilescu.
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