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parts of the world in terms of centers and 
peripheries (p. 175). Ermann suggests that, 
due to a so-called “friction” (Tsing 2005) 
between neoliberal cultural hegemony and 
the forces that contest it, common brands to-
day have come to represent the West and the 
global, and the anti-brands the East and the 
local. he global brands stand for the pres-
ent, whereas alternative or anti-brands are 
linked to the pre-capitalist (oten socialist) 
past or an anticipated or desired alternative 
future (p. 177). In the same vein of renewed 
stereotyping, juxtaposing the East-European 
or Balkan “other” with the Western “self”, in 
the inal chapter, Angelidou and Koti show 
the occurrence of new self-identiications and 
processes of “othering” between Greece and 
Bulgaria, which are linked to transnational 
movements and new labor relationships (p. 
193). What is more, instead of contributing to 
the elimination of cultural boundaries, new 
capitalist forms of entrepreneurial activities 
play a key role in creating new boundaries, 
stereotypes and antagonisms at the margins 
of Europe (p. 203).

I would recommend this book to anyone 
researching within the ields of post-social-

ism, neoliberal restructuring, rural and ur-
ban transformations and also to those who 
have a broader interest in area studies and 
Eastern Europe. Firstly, the diversity of re-
search contexts ofers a broad spectrum 
of recent research that does justice to the 
complex and complementary roles that ru-
ral and urban localities play in our current 
global climate. Additionally, the chapters 
are engaging in their description and analy-
sis of the case studies. hirdly, while it may 
not have been originally intended as a key 
question in some of the chapters, the mean-
ing of “positionality” together with a shap-
ing transformation-versus-reconstruction 
debate has emerged as a focus that clearly 
deserves consideration in the wider context 
of rural and post-socialist research. In an 
increasingly mobile and globalized world, 
research of the rural condition is scarce and 
needed, not only in Eastern Europe, but 
also in regions such as Sub-Saharan Africa, 
Southeast Asia and China, which are still 
dominated by a large peasantry and whose 
population comprises half of the world 
(Hobsbawm 1994, cited in Şerban and Do-
rondel 2014).

A
mongst the few books that docu-
ment the oten dramatic changes 
currently taking place in village 

communities in eastern and south-eastern 
Europe, this book is unique. he outcome 
of a collaboration between photographer 
Petruţ Călinescu and anthropologist Ioana 
Hodoiu, it ofers a rare insight into the fast-
changing realities of villages in Maramureş, 
repudiating the common notion of village 
communities here and elsewhere as rural 

backwaters that have missed the train of 
globalisation. Călinescu and Hodoiu have 
worked in the area since 2010, document-
ing village life and following the inhabit-
ants abroad, especially to Paris, where the 
latter are employed as construction workers 
and domestic servants. Operating in tan-
dem - Călinescu shooting photographs and 
Hodoiu doing the research and interviews 
- they have co-produced a book that ofers 
a dispassionate insight into the destiny of 
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certain rural communities that have been 
involved in labour migration to the EU. he 
book is excellent in that it has eye for visual 
detail, observing the money-fuelled chang-
es in material culture for example, without 
casting facile value judgements over what is 
oten in the view of outsiders a betrayal of 
tradition and travesty of good taste.

he numerous photographs, which form 
the lion share of the book follow the annual 
cycle of these rural communities and the 
villagers’ life and work abroad. he reader 
gets an intriguing insight into the landslide 
changes caused in these villages by the mon-
ey earned abroad, but also of the price paid 
for progress, in terms of social marginality 
and alienation in cities such as Paris, the ex-
tremely frugal and austere living conditions 
abroad, as well as the social displacements 
and disruptions occurring back home in 
the village. he vast houses built there from 
remittances earned abroad are conspicuous 
not only by their opulence but also by their 
emptiness, inhabited almost exclusively by 
elderly relatives who continue going about 
their traditional agricultural activities. It is 
during the summer that these half-aban-
doned houses and villages come alive, when 
the labour migrants return to their com-
munities to organise and participate in the 
lavish weddings.

he most interesting observable features 
in the images are the changes in material 
culture, which are well-documented in the 
book: from timber hand-painted houses 
with wooden windows to concrete struc-
tures, inished with blocks and bricks, tiles 
and marble, with windows framed in ter-
mopane, and iron gates, stainless steel, glass 
fronts, ornamental lions and columns. Now, 
a self-respecting local businessman drives 
a Ferrari instead of the horse-drawn car-
riages that were the norm a few years ago. 
Inhabitants bring items from abroad, like 
brandy bottles in the form of the Eifel tow-
er, which symbolize their economic success. 
he changes seem to trigger a certain nos-
talgia for what has been lost in the process, 
judging for example by the photo shoots the 

inhabitants organise in a nearby village mu-
seum, in front of traditional houses, during 
weddings. 

he images also document their lives 
as labour migrants, which initially (before 
Romania entered the EU) meant crossing 
borders illegally, hidden in trucks and un-
der trains, living in abandoned houses or in 
cheap accommodation, sharing rooms with 
others while sleeping in bunk beds, or sleep-
ing rough, or building improvised shacks at 
the peripheries of big Western cities. hey 
show a life of austerity, but also of extreme 
resilience, where if possible every single 
penny is saved. In spite of their cross-border 
‘globalised’ mobility, the villagers continue 
to operate according to ‘local’ village logic, 
using their village connections and net-
works for work and support, forming small 
teams together to do jobs, and socialising 
with each other in the spare time they have, 
and, last but not least, marrying the boys 
and girls from their region.

he book’s strength, that is, its dispas-
sionate observational and ‘documentary’ 
character, is perhaps also its main short-
coming. It raises many questions rather 
than providing the reader with answers to 
these questions. Amongst the issues that re-
main obscure is for instance what the efects 
of these changes are on social relations and 
economic inequalities within (and between) 
villages, and how stark diferences in wealth 
and poverty are negotiated in the commu-
nity? Can one speak here of a ‘neo-liberal’ 
context of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ engaged 
in vicious competition, their comparative 
success signalled through the size of their 
house, the materials used, and the cars 
brought home? Is every villager compelled 
to take part in this competition in order not 
to lose face, and how important is it to ‘show 
of’ one’s accomplishments abroad through 
the photos one carries and shows at visits 
home and to friends.

Another question that comes to mind 
when looking at the images is what has 
happened to public services in the village, 
such as the schools, roads, running water, 
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and sewage systems? As some of the images 
show, houses do have no running water but 
only wells, replicating the structural lack 
of running water and other public services 
in rural communities in Romania. Last but 
not least, even if hinting at them, the book 
does not analyse the emerging social issues, 
such as repercussions for family and com-
munity life and the inter-generational con-
licts generated by migration. Parents who 
made the step to move abroad want to go 
back, that’s why they build these houses, but 
the children speak of the ‘curse’ of concrete, 
determined to lead their own lives abroad 
without the obligation to invest in a huge 
home where they do not intend to live. 

Finally, one last question that can be 

raised is how come certain villages have 
experienced such an extraordinary devel-
opment, becoming prosperous at a level un-
imaginable just a generation ago, while oth-
ers seem to have missed the boat, ending up 
as contemporary rural ‘ghettos’. he book 
points at local preconditions, such as pre-
vious experiences of labour migration and 
seasonal work during communism, but that 
does not cover all possible explanations for 
this diversity in rural destinies. Yet, by rais-
ing these questions, without necessarily an-
swering them, the book makes undoubtedly 
a very important contribution, and as such 
it is essential reading for all those interested 
in the changes afecting rural communities 
in the region.
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