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FROM COMMUNITIES TO COMMUNES.  
THE COUNTER-NETWORK EFFECT  

OF POST-COMMUNISM 

Silviu G. Totelecan 
Institutul de Istorie „George Bariţ” din Cluj-Napoca 

1. WHY COMMUNES AND NOT COMMUNITIES 

Half of century ago, George Hillary (1955)1 identified 94 different uses of the 
term community. At that time just as now, among sociology scholars prevailed a 
lack of consensus on what this familiar term (i.e., present in the daily language but 
also in sophisticated discourses inside or outside the academic areas) means. Brought 
into the light by Ferdinand Tönnies’ Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft (1887), the 
concept has generated many controversies ever since. Charles P. Loomis’ 
translation into English of Tönnies’s work (1957)2 had already made a change in the 
comprehension of what Tönnies had in mind and wanted to say in his mother 
language.  

Later, the work of authors such as Kasarda and Janowitz (1974) has linked 
two blurry terms: “the local” and “the community”, hoping that this way they will 
have a strong concept that can be used in practice not just theoretically: “local 
community is […] a complex system of friendship and kinship networks and 
formal and informal associational ties rooted in family life and ongoing 
socialization processes”3. Without upstream clarifications, downstream on the 
community flow, the academic space became increasingly colonized by a variety of 
conceptual frameworks, which has rather complicated than simplified the existing 
situation. A good example in this sense is Anthony Cohen’s work (1985)4, where 
 

1 Qtd. in Peter Kivisto, Social Spaces, Transnational Immigrant Communities, and the Politics 
of Incorporation, “Ethnicities”, SAGE Publications, London, volume 3 (1), 2003. 

2 Ferdinand Tönnies, Community and Society, The Michigan State University Press, 1887 
[1957]. 

3 Patrick J. Carr, The New Parochialism: The Implications of the Beltway Case for Arguments 
Concerning Informal Social Control, “American Journal of Sociology”, University of Chicago Press, 
Journals Division, United States, volume 108 (6), 2003, p. 1255–1256. 

4 Qtd. in Ketil Skogen, Olve Krange, A Wolf at the Gate: The Anti-Carnivore Alliance and the 
Symbolic Construction of Community, “Sociologia Ruralis”, Blackwell Publishing Ltd., United 
Kingdom, volume 43 (1), 2003. 

An. Inst. de Ist. „G. Bariţ” din Cluj-Napoca, Series Humanistica, tom. IV, 2006, p. 109–126 
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he has emphasized the fact that communities are social constructs that are 
contested and furnished with very different meanings by different members of any 
given community. This case is particularly interesting because it has introduced the 
issue of community social construction (i.e., an “updated” version of the 
Durkheim’s collective representations, 19125) within the definition of community. 
Since then, and even before, it became necessary for social scientists to think about 
community in a recursive manner (i.e., the community is a social construct 
produced by community members throughout their social representations of what 
community is). 

Currently, researchers as Garrett & Baquedano-López (2002)6 focus on 
aspects like “practice” or “interest” when they want to define community (i.e., the 
communities of practice): neither in terms of membership alone nor practices alone, 
but in relational terms that link the two. For them, the community members’ 
motives for interaction are centrally important in defining community. The 
abandonment of the “older notions of community” has much to do with the 
increasing social and spatial mobility, which has made available new modalities of 
identity formation and new negotiations of attachment, less and less based upon 
“shared geographical and social experiences”7. This shift becomes unavoidable due 
to the “diminishing relevance of certain kinds of social and geographic boundaries 
(e.g., those associated with the territoriality of the nation-state) and frames of social 
reference (e.g., nationality and race)”8.  

Though the work of scientists as the above mentioned, ones brings fresh air into 
the theoretical debate regarding the community concept, their starting point is 
constructed around the fact that people want to interact and fulfill somehow 
communally their interest. Maybe that can be true for Westernized countries, but in 
CEECs contexts such the Romanian one, which are coming after a period in which the 
communal goods (as defined by the Communist System!) were more important than 
the individual possessions, people are less and less keen on looking after interests 
outside their private sphere and after the others. Therefore, we should be equipped to 
investigate “the continuum of communities, identities, and networks that exist – from 
the most cohesive to the most diffuse – regardless of the ways in which community 
members interact”9 or don’t. That can be done only if we deconstruct dichotomies as: 
offline and online, real and virtual, individual and collective etc.  
 

5 Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, New York, The Free Press, 1912 
[1965]. 

6 Paul B. Garrett, Patricia Baquedano-López, Language Socialization: Reproduction and Continuity, 
Transformation and Change, “Annual Review of Anthropology”, Annual Reviews, United States, 
volume 31, 2002. 

7 Ketil Skogen, Olve Krange, op. cit. 
8 Paul B. Garrett, Patricia Baquedano-López, op. cit., p. 348. 
9 Samuel M. Wilson, Leighton C. Peterson, The Anthropology of Online Communities, 

“Annual Review of Anthropology”, Annual Reviews, United States, volume 31, 2002, p. 456−457. 
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Crossing a period of time-space compression10 within which the physical 
distances have practically “collapsed” (though just for certain social categories of 
people who can benefit of the high development in transport systems) and through 
the use of IT (i.e., information technologies) “our presence” is practically in real time 
everywhere, somehow paradoxically social distances within the local communities’ 
members are increasing11. Correlatively, the communities are falling apart or, in a 
more accurate scientific language, are in dissolution12. Empirical evidence from 
everywhere (from both Western and Eastern Europe) shows this exceedingly in the 
latest years: “results show that cooperation decreases as social distance increases”13. 
Instead of focusing on that as taken for granted, social scientists have had never-
ending discussions, either about the “golden past” when we had the community with 
caps letters, or about the “brilliant future” when, after a community rebuilding 
process, the community will “shine” again. Relating to the past, we cannot run away 
from the following question: did the inhabitants of the past think that they had what 
we are naming community or maybe, just maybe, they might need even further 
referential in the past in order to find it? Those back loops are accompanied by 
equivalent projections into the future, which from my point of view are going 
nowhere (i.e., useless for our moment). It is the time, I believe, that even in soft 
sciences as sociology, to refocus our insights from nowhere to now here, or in the 
frame of this paper from the communities to the communes – leftovers or 
prerequisites of the community, i.e. the community quarks14.  

I have borrowed Quantum Mechanics Terminology because it seems to me 
extremely relevant in this context. I perceive the community quarks in a similar 
way that Werner Heisenberg did in 1927 when he had a close look at the sub-
atomic particles, which have made him and Niels Bohr famous worldwide due to 
the spread of the indeterminacy/uncertainty principle15 and its following 
implications in the field of knowledge. As uncertain entities, the communes are out 
 

10 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural 
Change, Cambridge, Blackwell, 1990. 

11 Zygmunt Bauman, Globalization: the Human Consequences, New York, Columbia University 
Press, 1998. 

12 Silviu G. Totelecan, Vecinătatea în Munţii Apuseni. Disoluţii comunitare [The 
neighborhood in Apuseni Mountains. The dissolutions of the communities], Cluj-Napoca, Napoca 
Star & Argonaut, 2003. 

13 Nancy R. Buchan, Rachel T. A. Croson, Robyn M. Dawes, Swift Neighbors and Persistent 
Strangers: A Cross-Cultural Investigation of Trust and Reciprocity in Social Exchange, “American 
Journal of Sociology”, University of Chicago Press, Journals Division, volume 108 (1), 2002, p. 168. 

14 In physics, quarks are seen as the elementary particles that are the fundamental constituents 
of all subatomic particles. 

15 “It recognized that when experimenters measured the position of an electron they would 
alter its momentum. When they sought to measure the electron's momentum, they would conversely 
and similarly alter its position. The implication is that all knowledge we have is not only theory-
dependent it is also influenced by the ways a researcher interacts with the phenomenon.” [Robert 
Clark, Indeterminacy Principle/Uncertainty Principle, The Literary Encyclopedia (online database), 
http://www.litencyc.com/ php/stopics.php?rec=true&UID=549, 2000].  
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there as we might think/believe that the communities are. If in the case of the 
communities we have prior assumptions about how they are or what they are, I 
should say that in the case of the former we must abandon our assumptions and put 
them between the brackets in a phenomenological way. What I am proposing here is 
an angle shift16 that will keep us away from dilemmas such as: are communes 
theoretical/speculative constructs or they can be empirically detected? So, if I do not 
know (or presume!) how the communes look, I do know what their outcomes are (or, 
as in physics, I can perceive the molecular structures but not what is behind them): 
the resulting entities of their inter-linkages, which might (or might not!) generate 
what we have in mind when we are saying community. At this point I have to bring 
into discussion the issue of networks, because of their relational/linking/tying feature. 

  

 
Fig. 1. The never-ending circularity of community dynamics. 

From the Mark Granovetter’s weak ties (1973)17 to the Manuel Castells’ 
societal networks (2002): “Networks constitute the new social morphology of our 
societies, and the diffusion of networking logic substantially modifies the operation 
and outcomes in processes of production, experience, power, and culture. […] 
Presence or absence in the network and the dynamics of each network vis-à-vis 
 

16 A. Schutz, T. Luckmann, The Structures of the Life-World, Evanston, Northwestern University 
Press, 1973. 

17 Mark Granovetter, The Strength of Weak Ties, “American Journal of Sociology”, no. 78, 1973. 
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others are critical sources of domination and change in our society: a society that, 
therefore, we may properly call the network society, characterized by the pre-
eminence of social morphology over social action”18, the networks have colonized 
social sciences. It seems that they are “everywhere” and their power of “enticing” is 
very high. You can choose to enter or stay outside but in both ways you are caught 
within/inside (i.e., alternative, anti-systemic, anarchic etc. people are networking 
also!). But, and here is an important one, what if you do not know that there are 
networks outside? I am speaking here about the CEECs, especially about the post-
communist ones like my country, where, because of oppression, to know less was 
part of our daily life. Knowing that in case of troubles you will be forced to provide 
the names of your network members (and I am not talking here just about illegal 
things) the individual options were designed according to “networks free” principle. 
In those cases I think that a latent/“absent” type of networks, instead of “active” 
networks (the West European and Northern American scientific model) is more 
adequate. By that I mean networked combinations of communes (community quarks), 
although indeterminate ones, that have chosen you and not vice-versa (you have 
chosen them) as in the “regular” model happens. Those latent networks exist only 
when they are activated (often on a private interest basis and seldom by some kind of 
collective awareness) and receding after that. Unfortunately, most of them, as I will 
show later, are developing in counter-networks (i.e., networks which not only that are 
working for themselves but also against the others).  

Why do we need another “concept” when there are so many available on the 
scientific market? From the very beginning I must emphasize that commune is 
neither a theoretical concept nor an empirical unit or a methodological tool; it is 
the keyword that I am using to define the epistemological shift that must be taken 
into consideration when we perform community research. Anyway, to this question 
at least two types of answers can be drawn. Firstly, a subjective one and it has to do 
with the increasing size of what is called community studies. The use of a variety of 
locally embedded meanings has divided the academic community into those who 
know what is going on in their own fields and those who don’t have any clues 
about the former’s research areas. More than that, the later will “never ever” have 
the chance to find out completely how is the reality there, based only on the careful 
readings of their colleagues’ work. Somebody can say that the knowledge was 
always the privilege of a few. I would say that it is not this matter here. What I had 
in mind was what Noam Chomsky (1970)19 called the deep structures which, in my 
view must be decrypted and shared, though, in the spirit of sociological dictum 
“similarities presuppose differences”20 the surface structures should be preserved. 
For that reason, and especially in the context of liquid modernity21, it is urgently 
 

18 Manuel Castells, The Rise of the Network Society, Oxford, Blacwell Publishers, 2nd ed., 2002, 
p. 500. 

19 Noam Chomsky, Le langage et la pensée, Paris, Petite bibliothèque Payot, 1970. 
20 Peter Burke, Sociology and History, London, Routledge, 1980. 
21 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity, Cambridge, Polity Press, 2000. 
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needed to establish some landmarks (i.e., concepts, frames, terms, etc. – whatever 
we call them) which are not “melting” with the same speed as their emergent22 
structures do.     

Secondly, the objective answer regards the “reality pieces” that are captured by 
the community concept or, in Ricoeur’s (1981)23 terminology, the ways in which we 
advance from action to texts. I have already talked about the fact that the community 
concept presupposes the existence of a certain type of communalities24 such as 
interests, activities, practices, beliefs, etc.25, often underlined by the community 
researchers. Without exception, those end products of their scientific work return to 
them in a hostile way when they need to justify for the outside world why they have 
chosen/selected one specific community and not the other. Knowing that, they have 
to do a prior meta-analysis of their future results even before the starting point of the 
survey. It follows shrinkages of the object of investigation and finally a drastic 
reduction of the researched reality. Without doubt, framing the reality is an intrinsic 
aspect of the social scientists’ work. The question is here: are we doing that 
according with the subject that we are looking for (i.e., the object of our 
investigation) or to a predefined assumption about what we want to find out? Though 
many researches are doing their job in the first manner, we will not categorically 
acknowledge their work until some conceptual/intangible milestones will become 
available in social sciences and thereafter we will have outsized crosschecking 
possibilities.  

2. FIELDWORK AND METHODOLOGY 

The individualism, the egotism, the anomie or the alienation of modern 
societies have been emphasized in the last decades by many Western scholars. These 
issues have captured the academic debates and became increasingly important in the 
public eyes. Currents such as “communitarian political thought”, either within the 
integrationist view (i.e., stressing value revival, value reform, or value regeneration) 

 
22 One of the first scholars who have used the concept of emergence was the philosopher George 

Henry Lewes in 1875. He, as R. Keith Sawyer has noticed, thought that a distinction between two types of 
effects, resultant and emergent, is needed: “An emergent effect is not additive, not predictable from 
knowledge of its components, and not decomposable into those components. Lewes’s classic example 
was of the formation of molecules from their component atoms; hydrogen and oxygen are the cause, and 
water is the effect – the properties of water are emergent from the combination of hydrogen and oxygen.” 
[R. Keith Sawyer, Emergence in Sociology: Contemporary Philosophy of Mind and Some Implications for 
Sociological Theory, “American Journal of Sociology”, University of Chicago Press, Journals Division, 
volume 107 (3), 2001, p. 554]. 

23 Paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences: Essays on Language, Action and 
Interpretation, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1981. 

24 Max Weber, Economy and Society, Berkeley, University of California Press, 1978. 
25 Brint (2001), qtd. in Peter Kivisto, op. cit. 
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or the participatory approach (which sees “the problems of modernity less in the loss 
of a sense of belonging, oneness and solidarity but more in the sense of a loss of 
political agency and efficacy”26) are looking for viable solutions that partially if not 
entirely could eliminate these problems. Community rebuilding becomes a world-
wide tool through which it is hoping that phenomenon such as delocalization, 
commodification or globalization will be at least slowdown if not shutdown.      

In the Eastern European post-cold war worlds, nowadays post-socialists or post-
communists, such enquiry is double-challenged. There, hardly pseudo-modern than 
late-modern or late post-modern societies, the above mentioned features interfere with 
those generated by the transition among systems. The social change brought here 
transformations of attitudes, behaviors, socio-economic-politico-cultural praxis etc. It 
becomes more and more obvious that its influences transgresses particular and 
peculiar fields such as economic or politic field and continually recreates individual, 
collective and institutional typologies.  

Avoiding the nationalism of the past – which is still considered guilty for the 
violation of the present27 and being not aware of the present transnationalism – 
which can “damage the future”, Romanian authorities (i.e., new or re-established 
institutions governed by ego-shooter and nepotistic norms and rules) are 
prioritizing less the community subject, or more accurately are using it for their 
hidden agendas. The private interests of the public/collective interests’ 
representatives are visible in each developmental field: locally, regionally, and 
nationally. On the other hand, after a half of century of “communitarian 
prevalence” – done in the centralist thinking format, very few people will account 
things outside their field of operation.  

The outcome of these manners has perverted the space between institutions 
and individuals. What was covered by the communist activists in a twisted fashion 
(e.g., formal public meetings clearly designed for each factory, cooperative, 
organization, institution etc. where usually different forms of personality cult and 
not the real problems of the community were taking in consideration) remains now 
(after the former type of collective action decaying and before its new re-
establishment) a “void” space. Using these quotation marks I have in mind: a) the 
quantitative dimension  of collective actions, their dissolution after the collapse of 
communist type of “agency” and not at the lack of individuals or groups which are 
acting at this mezzo level (the space of predators – persons that are: exploiting the 
local resources, blocking the access of others, “inheriting” and not earning 
positions of power, etc.); b) the qualitative dimension, the outcome of the 
 

26 Seyla Benhabib, Situating the Self. Gender, Community and Postmodernism in 
Contemporary Ethics, Cambridge, Polity Press, 1994, p. 77−78. 

27 Michael Burawoy, Neoclassical Sociology: From the End of Communism to the End of 
Classes, “American Journal of Sociology”, University of Chicago Press, volume 106 (4), 2001. 
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“predators’ behavior”, which only accidentally can reach interests distant of their 
individualistic premises – the counter-network effect of the post-communism.  

Some other noticeable trans-local aspects derive mostly from the changes in 
social relations. Things such as: lack of mutual help, of trust, the predominance of 
mistrust (i.e., the resulting effect of fifty years of “secrecy culture”) and the premise 
that out-group members are not trustworthy28 are directly linked to the increasing 
social distances (i.e., social polarization) between people after 1989 Revolution. It is 
hard to find any other places in Europe, or agree to say only in the Eastern Europe, 
where overnight (i.e., in ten or fifteen years) from the same level of income 
conventionally established29 by the communist system for “similar” social categories, 
some were able to achieve million Euro properties and others to live 
insecurely/precariously. Seeing that daily and knowing that those wealthy guilds will 
not be investigated by authorities about the ways in which they have gathered such a 
huge fortune, though mass-media is speaking lauder on that matter and some small 
initiatives were done in this area,  large majority of the Romania’s population have 
become rather passive, deferential, secretive, distorted, suspicious, exclusive, 
antagonistic, deceitful, self-interested, greedy, irrational, excitable than part of 
active, critical, open, realistic, trusting, inclusive, friendly, truthful, honorable, 
altruistic, rational,  calm  groups30. 

I must emphasize that these are working hypothesis open for falsifiability in the 
sense that Karl R. Popper31 utilized the concept. Although the social changes and 
transformation of the Romanian society in the post-communist period appear 
extremely pleasant as compared with the status quo of the former system, there are a 
lot of dysfunctions that cannot be put down or ignored if we want to become viable 
players in the “EU games”. Having no intention to make a socio-anthropology of 
misery, some of the weakest points of the so-called transition period of Romanian 
society should be emphasized. In this respect, I was interested to find out if 
contextually some of those problems are present and in which ways the local 
inhabitants are coping with them. I have done that keeping in mind the needed 
epistemological shift that I have mentioned before (i.e., using for my researching 
areas community-free selection criteria, as I will show below).    
 

28 Eric M. Uslaner, The moral foundations of trust, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press 
(quotations from the revised manuscript, 2000), 2002. 

29 It was done mainly related with the people’s level of education and the ideology of equity: 
2,500 lei (see the 1989 Romanian noncommercial exchange rate: 1 US $ = 14.4 lei) for university 
diplomas – from the university teachers to the factory engineers, 2,200 lei for middle level education – 
from the employees in administration to the technical staff of state enterprises, 2,000 lei for workers 
with relatively low level of education. 

30 Alexander & Smith (1993), qtd. in Nina Eliasoph, Paul Lichterman, Culture in Interaction, 
“American Journal of Sociology”, University of Chicago Press, Journals Division, volume 108 (4), 
2003. 

31 Karl Raimund Popper, Objective Knowledge: An Evolutionary Approach, Clarendon Press, 
Oxford, 1972. 
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Table 1 

The evolution of the Romania’s internal migration flows (%)32 

Direction ‘73 ‘89 ‘90 ‘91 ‘92 ‘93 ‘94 ‘95 ‘96 ‘97 ‘98 ‘99 ‘00 ‘01 ‘02 

U ⇒  U 21,9 19,2  18,2  20,2  24,3 25,5 25,6 26,1 27,4 25,0 26,0 26,5 23,7 27 26 

U ⇒  R 10,8 6,5  3,5  10,1  13,7 14,6 18,4 20,8 23,4 26,8 28,4 30,7 33,8 28 30 

R ⇒  U 42,5 55,4  69,8  50,3  39,2 35,0 30,5 25,1 24,7 22,6 22,0 21,1 19,5 25 22 

R ⇒  R 24,8 18,9  8,5  19,4  22,8 25,0 25,5 28,0 24,5 25,6 23,6 21,7 23,0 20 22 

In the present days, Romanian localities (either urban or rural areas) are 
affected by a two-way internal migration process which has changed the population 
structure and furthermore their worldviews. It becomes harder than ever to speak 
about “purely” rural or urban sites. On the one hand, the localities’ built environment 
changes rapidly, and on the other, the feeling of city-ness33 and village-ness has 
become fuzzy. The shift from spatial socialization (i.e., local and territorial embedded 
socialization) to social spatialization34 – to the reconstruction of territories according 
to our “identity” makes practically outdated the classical dichotomies of social sciences 
such as urban and rural. Terms such as rurban are most suitable to describe and 
comprehend what is going on in the real life – often highly dynamic comparative 
with the academic life. It is a world of increasingly socio-cultural in-between 
contexts35, a world in which the colonizer and the colonized of the ‘70s–‘80s cultural 
anthropology became “one entity” which has developed hybrid or creolized cultural 
forms36. That is also very much connected with the transnational trends, e.g., the 
boundary shifting37, the border melting38, in short with the passage from terra firma 

 
32 Sources: Traian Rotariu, Elemér Mezei, Aspects of the Recent Internal Migration in Romania, 

„Sociologie Românească” [Romanian Sociology], Annual English Electronic Edition, issue 1, 1999,  
p. 89; Dumitru Sandu, Circulatory Migration as Life Strategy, „Sociologie Românească” [Romanian 
Sociology], Annual English Electronic Edition, issue 2, 2000, p. 90; Dumitru Sandu, Cosmin Radu, 
Monica Constantinescu, Oana Ciobanu, A Country Report on Romanian Migration Abroad: Stocks and 
Flows After 1989, “www.migrationonline.cz”, Multicultural Center Prague, 2004, p. 24. 

33 George L. Cowgill, Origins and Development of Urbanism: Archaeological Perspectives, 
“Annual Review of Anthropology”, volume 33, 2004. 

34 Mike Savage, Alan Warde, Urban Sociology, Capitalism and Modernity, Houndmills, 
Macmillan Press, 1993. 

35 Silviu G. Totelecan, The Rurban at the Interference between the "World of Spaces" and the 
"World of Places" (paper for the XXI ESRS Congress, 22nd–27th August 2005, Keszthely, Hungary), 2005. 

36 Canclini (1997), Hannerz (1992), qtd. in: Alan Smart, Josephine Smart, Urbanization and 
the Global Perspective, “Annual Review of Anthropology”, volume 32, 2003. 

37 A. Paasi, Territories, Boundaries and Consciousness. The Changing Geographies of the 
Finnish Russian Border, Chichester, John Wiley & Sons, 1996; A. Paasi, The Political Geography of 
Boundaries at the End of the Millennium: Challenges of the Deterritorializing World, 2000. 

38 Zygmunt Bauman, 2000, op. cit. 
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to terra incognita. Those phenomena are mostly perceptible in areas where the intensity 
of migration is high, and for this reason I have use it as primary criterion of selection.  

Because of lack of funding, I was restricted to my county area, Cluj County, 
composed of 80 local administrative units (or 80 RO-NUTS-5 according to The EC 
Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics: 6 cities – Cluj-Napoca, Dej, Câmpia 
Turzii, Gherla, Turda, Huedin; and 74 rural municipalities39 consisting of 420 villages). 
Skipping the towns and the cities (i.e., doing research in rural areas in the end) has left 
the rural municipalities of the county. At that point, a subjective criterion of research 
showed up: my preference for the neighboring municipalities of my city – Cluj-Napoca. 
I have divided them into three-circle categories and from each of those I have selected, 
on a rank-related basis, the municipality that has the highest net internal migration rate, 
standardized at its population size. These are: a) Floresti (villages: Floreşti, Luna de 
Sus, Tăuţi) – in the vicinity of Cluj-Napoca; b) Gilău (villages: Gilău, Someşul Rece, 
Someşul Cald) – located at approximately 20 km from the city core; c) Bontida 
(villages: Bonţida, Răscruci, Coasta, Tăuşeni) – “faraway” from the city.  

 
39 Because of possible confusions, I will not use the Romanian word “comuna” or the English 

equivalent – commune for the Romanian rural territorial units within the county. Instead of these, I 
will use the term municipality, though in the Romanian context its meanings are connected to the 
urban areas. Finally, in the in-between Transylvanian reality, the municipality, as working in progress 
concept, will get in time more and more meanings.    
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Fig. 2. Territorial units of the Cluj county (Transylvania/Romania) region. 

Table 2  

The evolution of the population40 in the researched areas 

Floreşti Municipality  Gilău Municipality Bonţida Municipality 
Year 

Total In Out Total In Out Total In Out 

1995 6306 276 140 7758 300 171 4245 254 143 

2000 7018 384 133 7822 341 175 4388 391 127 

2001 7058 330 117 7793 242 117 4362 240 108 

2002 7482 241 160 7967 179 104 4814 221 67 

2003 7633 345 134 7961 180 110 4788 159 87 
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Finally, I was interested to look for local mechanism of network activation 
and deactivation. I will not call them coping strategies (i.e., the ways in which 
“people engage in strategies which make sense to themselves”41) because the 
matter of agency recognition (i.e., “people’s ability to change, resist, accept, or 
challenge the social framework they find themselves in”42), as I have tried to 
emphasize before, is not an issue here. Because of the nature of the latent 
networks, my awareness was concealed by local milieu (i.e., “favorable social and 
cultural circumstances which create innovative capacity and economic activities in 
a locality or region”43) inquiry. The respondents of my in-depth interviews were44 
“local experts”: e.g., people from the local administration or other institutions – 
churches, schools, hospitals; entrepreneurs, NGO representatives etc.  

Table 3  

The structure of the workforce within the researched municipalities 

 
40 This table shows the structure of incoming (in) and outgoing (out) internal migration of those 

municipalities. “In” and “out” are categories composed by people who changed their domiciles and 
residences.  

41 Bærenholdt & Aarsæther (1998), qtd. in: Gunnar Þór Jóhannesson, Unnur Dís Skaptadóttir, 
Karl Benediktsson, Coping with Social Capital? The Cultural Economy of Tourism in the North, 
“Sociologia Ruralis”, Blackwell Publishing Ltd., volume 43 (1), 2003, p. 4. 

42 Ibidem. 
43 Jarmo Kortelainen, in: Crossing the Russian Border. Regional Development and Cross-

border Cooperation in Karelia, Jarmo Kortelainen (ed.), Julkaisuja – Publications, no. 3, Joensuu, 
University of Joensuu – Department of Geography, 1997, p. 28. 

44 The fieldwork was done in Transylvania region from September to October 2005 within the 
academic project that I am coordinating: Community constructions and reconstructions. Social space 
of Romania (Department of Socio-Human Research, “G. Bariţ” History Institute of Romanian 
Academy from Cluj-Napoca, 2005–2008). Personally I have conducted 18 recorded interviews and 
other colleagues of mine have made also several interviews in the field.  
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Year Agriculture Industry Services Total Residual value45  

1995 240 97 103 548 108 

2000 75 245 392 745 33 

2001 48 569 442 1092 33 

2002 34 667 455 1168 12 

2003 92 854 474 1432 12 

Fl
or

eş
ti 

 

1995 418 294 297 1576 567 

2000 8 430 265 740 37 

2001 7 380 276 689 26 

2002 5 372 201 601 23 

2003 5 369 324 756 58 

G
ilă

u 

 

1995 458 170 178 989 183 

2000 158 372 89 629 10 

2001 421 371 165 969 12 

2002 377 377 198 964 12 

2003 422 86 180 692 4 

B
on

ţid
a 

 
45 The “residual value” category contains inhabitants who are constituents of the local 

workforce but which were not registered in the local statistics according to their working profiles. 
From the angle of workforce and in accordance with the Weberian use of ideal types, Floreşti is rather 
neo-industrial (and partially post-industrial) municipality, Bonţida is rather neo-agrarian than post-
agrarian {“I coin the term postagrarian to explain small towns situated in a productive landscape but 
organized by consumption priorities.” [Sonya Salamon, From Hometown to Nontown: Rural 
Community Effects of Suburbanization, “Rural Sociology: devoted to scientific study of rural and 
community life”, Rural Sociological Society, volume 68 (1), 2003, p. 3.]} municipality and Gilău has 
more an in-between characteristic. For all of them, in a certain degree, a mixture of praxis (i.e., 
combining different types of agricultural activities, micro-scale industrial activities, new-
entrepreneurship in the services area – especially in tourism etc.) is present. We are facing what Kjell 
Andersson has labeled new-subsistence economy (I am thankful for this theoretical account that was 
brought into the light during his comments at my paper Non-EU Eastern Rurbanity. Post/neo-
agrarian and/or post/neo-industrial?, that I defended at the Swedish School of Social Science – 
Helsinki Seminar, 22nd of November 2005) as surviving strategies. 
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To “capture” the grassroots shades/overtones resulting from the qualitative 
interviews, I have implied Glaser & Strauss’ Grounded Theory (1967) as data 
structuring device46 and objective hermeneutics (“Methoden der objektiven 
Hermeneutik”, developed by Ulrich Oevermann47 and his colleagues, Institut für 
Sozialisationsforschung und Sozialpsychologie, Johann Wolfgan Goethe 
University, Frankfurt am Main, Germany) as a tool for comprehending and 
interpreting the text-materials. It must be said that social scientists are working 
with double-represented social reality sequences (i.e., with facts, believes, jokes 
and stereotypes on the one hand and with cultural stories, worldviews etc. on the 
other; with manifest and latent structures of the meaning48) generated by the 
respondents but also the researchers (due to their theoretical/methodological 
framework “entrapment”), which are not ended after the interviews transcription. 
They are continually retelling stories about the world and knowing that became 
evident that theorizing and not necessarily making a theory49 has to be their goal.  

In the objective hermeneutics frame, the meanings are embedded in 
“structures” and the individuals are only vehicles of those meanings. Therefore, it 
“counts less” who and how is saying and very much what the structure/entity 
requires for him/her to say. The objective hermeneutics holds the existence of a 
social reality beyond the context created by interview and this social reality can be 
brought to light by approaching the “primary-documents” as narrative-texts. A 
proper knowledge of the social reality, of the possible meanings offered by the life-
world, could not be reached without that go-forth-and-back movement from 
facts/narratives to ideas, which is meant to assure the development of 
interpretations that go beyond the limits of our given framework. This motion is 
assured by the ten steps grounded theory process (Collect Data, Transcribe Data, 
Saturate Categories, Abstract Definitions, Theoretical Sampling, Axial Coding, 
Grounding the Theory, Filling in gaps)50 which assumes a permanent construction 
and reconstruction of the object of investigation by swinging between concepts and 
empirical data.  

 
46 B. C. Glaser, H. Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research, 

Chicago, Aldine, 1967. 
47 For an overview of Oevermann’s work see http://user.uni-frankfurt.de/~hermeneu/ 

bib_oev.htm. 
48 J. Dürrschmidt, “They’re worse off than us” – The social construction of European Space 

and Boundaries in the German/Polish twin city Guben-Gubin, “Identities: Global Studies in Culture 
and Power”, no. 9, © Taylor & Francis, 2002. 

49 *** Dicţionar al metodelor calitative în ştiinţele umane şi sociale [The Qualitative Methods 
Dictionary], A. Mucchielli (ed.), Iaşi, Polirom, 2002. 

50 Understanding Social Research: Perspectives on Methodology and Practice, G. Mckenzie, 
J. Powell, R. Usher (eds.), London, The Falmer Press, 1997. 
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3. FINDINGS51 

Scholars have lately emphasized the long-run social and spatial implications 
for localities that adopt business management philosophy in planning and iron-
willed autocratic decision-making procedures according to which the municipality 
is run like a company. It was understood that by “offering” property development 
opportunities rather than attempting to use the sites for the benefit of whole 
community, by focusing on the rapid development of the built environment instead 
of making the locality a collective asset, the local authority made possible, in a 
very short period of time, the erasure of places’ history. In a period of increased 
commodification of everyday life such peculiarities become familiarities; places 
lose more and more their embedded meanings, become scattered/fragmented, due 
to their fast transformations in meaningless residences52. We are witnessing the 
widespread retailization of the local environment53.  If we compared them with the 
Eastern Europe (non-EU members!) realities, these Western Europe stories are not 
bad at all. At least it is somehow unquestionable that the civil society exists and 
functions with its “whole engines”, the authorities enhance (or at least are trying to) 
the collective goods and a law-driving/following culture (i.e., law implementation 
and law enforcement) is present.  

The situation is slightly different in the Post-Communist Eastern Europe, 
where, instead of those, currently is seen: the lack of political elites support for the 
state institutions, weak internal cohesiveness, and lack of rule-following 
bureaucracy and appropriate apportionment of power among state policy 
agencies54. Furthermore, the “refilling process” of the legislative void (i.e., after 
’89 Revolution in the Romanian case) is not ended yet. Because of those, could be 
argued that having a double agenda (i.e., one for the public eyes and the second 
one tighten to private interests) is an intrinsic part of our Lebenswelt or habitus, at 
hand for local and national authorities, for people and institutions, for private and 
public sectors, etc. Bringing into the light some of the hidden aspects of those 
agendas55, i.e., underlining the counter-network effect of the post-communism will 
be the subject of this last section.  
 

51 Though in the respect of what was said before it is not compulsory, I will use these « » – 
quotation marks for the respondents accounts. I will also pursue a low profile approach in order not to 
disturb normal life of interviewees unnecessarily. 

52 Francesca Cognetti, Paolo Cottino, Developers of a Different City. New Forms of Community in 
Laissez-Faire Milan, “City: urban trends, culture, theory, policy, action”, Carfax Publishing Ltd., volume 7 
(2), 2003. 

53 Kevin Ward, The Limits to Contemporary Urban Redevelopment. ‘Doing’ Entrepreneurial 
Urbanism in Birmingham, Leeds and Manchester, “City: urban trends, culture, theory, policy, 
action”, Carfax Publishing Ltd., volume 7 (2), 2003. 

54 Vivek Chibber, Bureaucratic Rationality and the Developmental State, “American Journal 
of Sociology”, University of Chicago Press, Journals Division, volume 107 (4), 2002. 

55 Silviu G. Totelecan, Law Breaking in Eastern Europe. The Transylvanian Local Authorities’ 
Hidden Agenda (paper for YHYS − Environmental Social Scientists Association Conference: “Issues 
in green democracy”, Turku, Finland, 24th–25th November 2005), 2005. 
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For local authorities, contributing versus feeing is one of their main dilemmas 
they must face today. Not always the solution adopted by them is set into the “local 
governance textbooks”. In the case of community centre rehabilitation56, I saw how 
the actual local authority, in a similar manner (though differently concerning the 
officials’ goals) with the before ’89 Revolution type (although many of them are 
the same public/civil servants), is not using that establishment accordingly to its 
pre-defined purpose (e.g., preserving the tradition, empowering the local cultural 
code).  

«The municipality has reshaped the community centre, but not for cultural 
activities or for programs as such, rather for weddings and funerals. With 
sadness I must say that here the tradition the folk customs are not present 
anymore» (Orthodox Priest, male, 55 years). 

On the contrary, its reason has much to do with economic rationality and less 
with the cultural praxis, the political ideology of the past being now converted in the 
philosophy of money. The respective building is offered by local authorities to such 
events that reclaim fee from the others and not requests their own financial 
contributions. More than that, the juridical regime of such “voluntarily contributions” 
is vaguely regulated (not at all in fact!) and consequently they often go into 
officials’ pockets instead of the local budget. 

This mechanism (i.e., of network re-activation) implies several “business 
partners”, the donor being at one side of the net and probably a high local official at 
the other. Some of them are (and also were in the former communist system) public 
servants. Their professional and moral qualities are very much questioned by local 
inhabitants. Asking why they have elected them if they knew about their “capacities”, 
they have put the blame on our election system (i.e., based on party lists and not on 
individual choices) without recognizing that it is also useful for them to have 
questionable personalities in the municipality hall. 

“The local councilors are very much alike here. One guy is our former 
administrator who was kicked out from school because he used to steal from 
us… Another is his wife… a person of the same quality as him. There are 
another three which did not make anything for the village. Maybe they [the 
local inhabitants] have chosen them because they have thought that knowing 
their weakness will be much easier to deal with them” (School Principal, 
female, 56 years). 

 
56 I.e., the community centre built during the communist regime which, under the umbrella of 

rural cultural revitalization, covered up its intention of controlling the rural gatherings. In short, it 
was an instrument for propaganda dissemination and not for cultural assimilation.  
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These interests (e.g., gray money and the image capital), which are leading 
local authority agendas are well-known by each regular/usual or 
ordinary/customary inhabitant. As a local employer stated: “being a good mayor 
means to have skills for dealing with dirty-business”, i.e., large capacity for 
compromise and the knowledge of making things work in an 
unfriendly/unsatisfactory environment, characterized by financial constraints, 
scarcity of resources and imperfect solutions.  

Local representatives understand that very well. They also know that out 
there “are persons who try to exercise their influence upon them” for an easy way 
of problem solving. As a mayor from those municipalities emphasized, the 
successful ones [i.e., the predators, our. ref. S.G.T.] have political power and 
relations: “is an inter-dependency of economic, politic and relational/social capital; 
frequently, the interest is brought at the table” (Mayor, male, 60 years). This 
networking capital is used in both ways: the local authority is backing up some of 
the private enterprises & entrepreneurs interests and in return, through 
“sponsorship strategies”, they will reply the before positive-discrimination. The 
public utilities development is suggestive in this context:  

“The mayor and the vice-mayor are showing up at public local meetings together 
with private companies’ representatives [e.g., Gas or Water suppliers]. The 
reason of existence for those meetings is to have people’s decision about issues 
of main interest at the local level. What occurs in fact is the officials’ assessment 
and persuasion about the company that we must choose as the community 
services provider” (Entrepreneur, male, 40 years). 

That circumstance situated the local authorities in a very good position: a) 
having the chance to split the investment moneys that came from national and 
international sources at those who are considered “friends” (i.e., counter-network 
members); b) providing biased rural goods and services (RGS)57 thru the 
commodification58 of the public meetings. If this is the active feature of resource 
access control (i.e., “the attempt to provide or safeguard collective goods whose 
consumption by some reduces the benefit available to the remainders”59), the passive 
 

57 See: Kjell Andersson, Producers of Rural Goods and Services in Five European Countries: 
A Comparative Analysis of Rural Regions under Urban Pressure, “SSKH Skrifter”, no. 20, Helsinki, 
Helsinki University Press, 2005, for detailed analysis concerning the production and consumption of 
rural goods and services in Europe.  

58 Michael Blim, Capitalisms in Late Modernity, “Annual Review of Anthropology”, volume 29, 
2000. 

59 Hardin (1982), qtd. in: Jesse C.Ribot, Nancy Lee Peluso, A Theory of Access, “Rural 
Sociology: devoted to scientific study of rural and community life”, Rural Sociological Society, 
volume 68 (2), 2003. 
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aspect takes the shape of reclaiming/requiring from the local inhabitants, companies, 
small-scale entrepreneurs etc. various kinds of RGS. That is mainly done in a 
softly/smoothly way, through choosing nonintervention (i.e., keep their eyes closed) 
into the business of their residents and accounting their “bad spots”60. The «dirty 
lingerie» as one respondent labeled it, is brought into the light – “washed in public” – 
each time when someone is “not behaving properly” according to the local unspoken 
rules. 

It seems that the authorities as the entire local population are careless at the 
consequences of those games61. In-between attitudes and behaviors are shaping the 
local narratives62, impregnate them with ambivalent frames and make them inoperable 
for resident acts and involvements in their “community life”. As one interviewee 
noticed, “the importance of collective goods is minimized and of personal 
achievements/realizations is maximized”. 

“The old school house is much damaged but neither the local authorities nor 
the people try to reshape it. The authority representatives raise the issue of lack 
of budgetary money and the inhabitants say that is the duty of the state to solve 
the problem, though their kids are learning there” (School Deputy-director, 
male, 50 years). 

Surviving in the given framework means mixing the private and public 
networks by skipping the parochial level: “private networks center on family, 
kinship, and intimate friendship groups; parochial networks are less intimate, 
secondary relationships, such as community organizations; and public networks are 
the links to institutions and groups outside the neighborhood”63. That diminishes 
private and traditionally parochial forms of control and enhances a new 
parochialism64, adapted at the post-communist transition period. But, within a 
fragile milieu such Romania has, a sharp distinction between what is perceived as 
threat and what as opportunity cannot be drawn and consequently the question of 

 
60 Cases of local polluters which have forged alliances (networks) that make effective their agency 

[Collon & Latour (1981), qtd. in: Lynda Herbert-Cheshire, Translating Policy: Power and Action in 
Australia’s Country Towns, “Sociologia Ruralis”, Blackwell Publishing Ltd., volume 43 (4), 2003] and 
take advantages from double standards bureaucratic relations (Reimer 2003) are just one kind of examples 
which can be emphasized.    

61 Emery N. Castle, Social Capital: An Interdisciplinary Concept, “Rural Sociology: devoted 
to scientific study of rural and community life”, Rural Sociological Society, volume 67 (3), 2002. 

62 Mario L. Small, Culture, Cohorts, and Social Organization Theory: Understanding Local 
Participation in a Latino Housing Project, “American Journal of Sociology”, University of Chicago 
Press, Journals Division, volume 108 (1), 2002. 

63 Bursik 1999, qtd. in: Patrick J. Carr, op. cit., p. 1251. 
64 Patrick J. Carr, op. cit. 
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“adaptation at what” must be raised. I would say that adaptation is needed for 
enhancing the agency and also the power of counter-networks, composed by micro 
and macro actors and sustained by their latent relationships and interactions, almost 
similar and nevertheless differently of what actor-network theory is trying to 
illustrate/theorize. 


