
The context of the research

T he change of the Romanian political climate occurred in 1947 was going to 
represent the debut of an extremely complicated period in Romanian family 
life. The 50 years of socialist policy were going to produce, while trying to 

build the multilaterally developed society, a series of ruptures from the old Roma-
nian society, ruptures which were going to be heavily seen in the family life. 

It is said that the group is the first shaper of the personality and the group itself 
is shaped by society. In our case the society is shaped by the state which claim and 
pretend to play the role of a patriarch in a time when the patriarchate was fall.1 One 
could identify at least three major ways for documenting and analysing the influ-
ence of the state on the family in communist Romania: (1) the legislation, (2) the 
industrialisation and urbanization and (3) mass education. Each of these is respon-
sible for a plenty of changes inside the family institution: the legislation - especially 
through the Family Code (1954) impose the principles of the equality between men 
and women—both in the public and private life—and subminated the power of the 
father in the family and the power of the husband inside marriage; the industrializa-
tion and urbanization had changed of proportion between the traditional and the 
nuclear families. Eventually, the mass education had meant the acceleration of the 
process of women emancipation and changed their status on the marital market. 
Although many researchers of the socialist period tend to give to the equalitarian 
policies of the state just a superficial character, a more theoretical than an actual one2 
one cannot deny that the socialism offered women a chance to be educated and to 
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get a job—with a corresponding income—and a social statute never enjoyed before. 
In 1970, for instance, 75% of women were working.3 

Researchers talks about the family changes using terms like affecting: “the com-
munist regime has affected deeply the evolution of the Romanian family” or brutal 
turnovers: “through the brutal and painful social turnovers it enforced a new way 
of social organization, a new economical, social and political context, a new way 
of life.”4 We agree that the measures of the communist regime took the family life 
of Romanians by assault, but we incline to believe that the purpose of this assault 
was to set the society on new bases, different from the traditional ones and not to 
destroy the familial social order, as Gail Kligman5 or many other authors suggests. 
The “destruction” seems to be more a result than a purpose of this policy. Trying, 
by all means, to strengthen family life—as main private institution—and, through 
the family, the state, the communists ended up destroying the old norms and values, 
enforcing principles the contradicted the individual rights stipulated by the interna-
tional Conventions they adopted ant to which the Romanian state adhered at the 
same time whole it harshened the laws regarding the private life. It remains to be 
established to what extent what was easily defined as “destruction” after 1990 had 
actually contributed to the spreading of the modern family in Romania!

Marriage remains the main type of union between partners, even if towards the 
end of the communist period concubinage gets a relatively higher ratio6. But what 
really happens at this time is the change of proportion between the traditional and 
the nuclear families. Forced industrialization, the steep and continuous increase in 
the demand of work force led to the first break with the past: the big rural families 
are displaced, disrupted and this break allows their members to occupy the jobs gen-
erously offered by the party. Attracted by the mirage of the city, by the benefits of 
living in blocks, young people spire to these jobs and leave the villages. The nuclear 
family lives geographically further and further away from the household, from its 
roots. We fit perfectly in the model that Goody described as being specific to Euro-
pean socialism.7 Indirectly, without having made a goal out of it, the socialism con-
tributed, through the effect of its various measures undertaken in order to promote 
the industrialization of the country (industrialization being the key word for “new,” 
modern society, compared to the agricultural system, specific to traditional socie-
ties8), to the making of the “modern” Romanian family. Epistemologically speaking, 
there is not much of synonymic relation between communism and modernization 
but, as we shall prove, in spite of the above mentioned paradox, the modernization 
of the Romanian family, according to the most widely used definitions of the present 
time, occurred during communism. We shall nevertheless avoid to calling all the 
modifications “modernization” since we lack the totality of elements9 that would al-
low us to categorize the socialist Romanian family as being a modern one. We chose, 
for a change, to illustrate the changing—so called by us “disruption”—process of the 
Romanian family on its way towards modernity.
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In order to understand the notion of disruption of the traditional Romanian fam-
ily it is necessary, on one hand, to define the characteristics of this traditional family 
and, on another, to identify the elements that give substance to this disruption or, to 
put it other way, to mark the differences that transform the traditional family into a 
modern one. If these elements are induced by the specific of the socialist regime we 
can already define the first working hypothesis of this study: the modern Romanian 
family (that modernism identified in the great theories on the European family) was 
defined during communism, regardless of how much we do or do not agree with 
this idea. 

•	 The traditional Romanian family went through various forms, according to the 
medium it came from, the geographical environment, the social statute of its 
members etc. According to the time we are talking about, we find as a dominant 
model either the patriarchal family—where children get married and remain in 
place, creating a genuine household –; the stem family, where one of the children 
remains in his parent’s house after marriage, taking over the obligation of car-
ing for his parents when they grow old but also the benefit of rightly inheriting 
their fortune or, even at a reduced scale, the nuclear, neolocal family, placed in the 
proximity of the family it originated from.

•	 The modern family is represented by the nuclear family—which is, as La Play pres-
ents it, a “degraded” form of the family, an unstable form, maybe because of the 
exaggerated individualism of its members and of its high need for independence. 

If we dissociate the elements that make the difference between the two models, as 
they appear in theory and as they were synthesised by Iluþ10 or Ghebrea11 we shall 
see that the most important characteristics of the modern family take shape during 
communism: individual autonomy (in relation with the elder members of the fam-
ily), neolocality, the increase of women employment, the equilibrated distribution 
of roles in the household, reduced differences in the education of men and women, 
exclusion of children from the work force, mass education in specialised institu-
tions, social protection through exterior institutions. Iluþ identifies the changes in 
substance inside the two types of family, according to the dominant criteria a fam-
ily is based on: the choice of partners, residence, power relations inside the couple, 
parent—child relations, the functions of the family, the structure of the family, the 
stability degree and the importance in the social ensemble.12 We do have to mention 
that the spreading of the nuclear family does not eliminate the extended family; it is 
its increased proportion among the population that leads to the apparition of those 
characteristics of the matrimonial behaviour that are specific to modernity. 

Regardless of the uniformization introduced by communism the environment 
will continue to have an important role in defining the Romanian family. Even if the 
systematization process attempted to extend the urban lifestyle and its facilities into 
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villages, two different worlds continue to manifest. According to Vladimir Trebici, 
when we analyze the different types of families, we have to consider at least three 
elements which have different manifestations in the urban and in the rural areas, in 
spite of the socialist cultural model in use in both environments: different natality, dif-
ferent mortality, and different nuptiality. He proves that in spite of the behavioural 
uniformizations, the rural fertility remained clearly superior to the urban one during 
communism, regardless of the false impression that the trend was being set by the 
urban natality.13 

Industrialization, urbanization  
and familial change in socialist Romania

T he process of industrialization began in 1949—1950 and was followed by a 
immediate and massive movement of population from villages towards the 
urban centres on the way to industrialization. If at the 1948 census there 

were 3.486.999 inhabitants in the cities, their number had raised to 5.667.559 in 
1965, to reach 11.540.494 (50,4% of the population14) in 1985. At the same time 
with the industrialization and the urbanization of the country, immediately after the 
war and after communists took the power, an act with deep significance and effects 
that last until the present times occurs: the nationalization of buildings, through 
Decree 92 from April 20th 1950, an act which not only would destroy the private 
property (for a while) but would also deeply change the social structure, a large part 
of the population passing suddenly to a lodger statute. There are plenty of studies 
that, analyzing the phenomenon of inhabiting the communist Romania, show that, 
even not in equal proportions at least in variable ones the flee of former land own-
ers towards cities meant a ruralisation of the cities. These disinherited over night 
brought into their new destinations attitudes and rules that were specific to the rural 
environment they were born and raised in. There are numerous documented situ-
ations were the outskirts of the cities looked more like villages, with poultry cages, 
stables and grocery gardens around the blocks.15

The 1966 census was already showing the extent of the relocation of Romanians 
into cities: over 60% of those interviewed were born in other places than the ones 
they lived in (1966 census). The 1977 census took notice of a migrational flow 
“village—town” of 78,4%, the other way being nevertheless not at all negligible 
(21,6%).

We can identify several mechanisms which led to such a big increase of the urban 
population:

•	 people left without land as a consequence of the collectivization of the agricul-
ture—a violent process that took place between 1949 and 1962—the peasants 
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fled to the cities to become workers, driving up the number of those seeking 
work and shelter at the same time

•	 taking advantage of the benefits of mass education, of the opening of apprentice 
schools towards the children of peasants these leave the homes they were born 
into and head towards cities to study. Soon after graduating they join the work 
force, make families and either remain in those cities or, following a governmen-
tal repartition they end up in various places, both different and remote from the 
starting point

•	 a third way was the changing of the statute of localities, many communes being 
turned into urban communes or cities. The law of the territory issued in 1972 
tried to legalize the phenomenon of the disappearance of differences between 
villages and cities by building blocks in the previously rural areas. 

No matter which of the three aspects is being analyzed, the end result of the migra-
tion process towards cities was the disruption of the traditional family—regardless 
of the way it may have looked like in various provinces or areas of the country.16

This massive movement of the population—both from rural towards urban and 
inside these two categories, especially at a rural—rural level—led to a change in the 
inhabiting way. We were interested in seeing these aspects beyond theory and these 
is why we go beyond the specific limits of history entering, through sources and 
methods, into sociology. At the same time we have to confess that although this 
project intended from the very beginning to make use of sociological researches, the 
hazard also played a major role in what concerns the sources of the present work and 
of works to follow, but this would be discussed at the appropriate moment.

The migration towards cities, as a form of the quest for wellness has its origins at 
the beginning of modernity; there was also a significant flow between the wars, but 
this was a natural one, without any form of control of the state. Moreover, it was 
a seasonal movement due to those going to the cities in order to supplement their 
income or to those who had no means of living and tried their luck in the cities.17

The census realized by the communist authorities in January 1948 showed that 
22% of those interviewed (approximately 3,5 million people) lived in cities.18 Actu-
ally, every subsequent census showed that the urban population had increased with 
1,3 to 2 million people with respect to the previous census, the most significant 
increase occurring during 1966–1977. At the same time, the population of the com-
munes decreased or remained at constant levels, with respect to the choice of the 
reference point. If we consider the whole 1948—1992 period we shall see a 2 mil-
lion people decrease in the rural area. Of course, this is just raw data, without taking 
into account the natural growth of the population. What is nevertheless striking is 
the huge disproportion between the growth of the urban and of the rural popula-
tion respectively. We also have to mention that the rural population is no longer 
made up exclusively by peasants but, according to the plans for the collectivization 
of the agriculture and of systematization of the rural area, we find several categories 
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of peasants (most of them working for the cooperatives, only a few with individual 
properties), a thick layer of workers (mostly in agriculture) and a thin layer of intel-
lectuals and clerks. At the 1977 census, for instance, 44,6% of the active population 
of the villages declared to be workers while the peasants were split between those 
working for the cooperative (39,2%) and those with individual properties, whose 
ratio had been reduced to just 6,7% of the whole rural population.19

Comparative researches socialism—post-socialism focused on the topic of enter-
ing adult life and leaving the parents’ house show that the medium age when young 
people left home in the 80s was 20 years for boys and 18 years for girls.20 The au-
thor proposes three possible explanations for which the young ones left or separated 
from the parents’ house: a) before what is called in specialty terms first union21: for 
studies, to serve in the army (for boys) or just to escape the parents’ authority; b) to 
form such a first union—which automatically assumes a place to live for the newly 
formed couple and c) forming a new couple but in the parents’ house—in this case 
we talk only about separation. These reasons are important enough to bring forward 
one of the major resources that was at the base of the modification of the structure 
of the Romanian family: the dwelling. After the communist state had turned the 
industrialization of the country into its main purpose the construction of dwellings 
for the working class became a priority. Through various means—including cheap 
long term loans granted to the population—the number of dwellings exploded.

There is no doubt that the collectivization of the agriculture has played a key role 
in the changing of the family structure, the expropriation creating a new class—the 
landless peasants—but we incline to believe that the mirage of the city, combined 
with the desire of the young ones to escape parental from tutelage was determinant 
for this transformation. Children and youngsters left the villages to get teaching and 
education in the schools in the cities, to prepare for an occupation or for a skill in 
order to get a job. The data shows that at that time most of those who had left did 
not want to return to live in the villages they had left.22 At the same time the rural 
family had to face the fact, the changing of functions brought by the collectivization 
determining the diminishment or even the cancelling of the traditional functions 
(see in the first place the transition to the form of collective cooperatist “property”). 
We can nevertheless encounter continuity factors in the behaviour of the village 
community, where the structure of familial authority, the distribution of the roles of 
the members, the work and mutual help system, the education for work in the under 
aged etc.23 are to be noted.

For the young students the state built campuses, for young workers it provid-
ed hostels while married workers suddenly became good candidates for a dwelling 
from the state. Actually any worker who was a member of the party and of the union 
could get an apartment where he could enjoy a certain degree of comfort, previously 
unknown to some: running water, access to services (nurseries, kindergartens etc.).

At this moment and on the background of these mutations another phenomenon 
occurs, giving the Romanian traditional family the final hit: for most of the popula-

Suppliment no. 3 2012 bun.indd   564 10/25/2012   2:21:56 PM



Luminiþa Dumãnescu • Consideration the Process of Family Transformations • 565

tion the power of parents to decide for their children becomes history. All evidence 
shows that during the 20th Century the autonomy of marriage increases, even if the 
parents continue to play an important role in the matrimonial life of their children, 
especially in those parts of Europe where the extended family continued to exist 
among and together with other familial forms.24 

At the same time, in 1966 all women under 30 were schooled and illiteracy was 
eradicated (at least on paper).25 Schooling meant the acceleration of the process of 
women emancipation. All communists’ laws insist on the equality between men an 
women both at work and in private life as we described before. 

Marriage remains the only way of founding a family and the proportion of mar-
ried people in the population remains high for the whole period although the nup-
tiality rate decreases constantly starting from the 60s, from 11,6 marriages per 1000 
inhabitants in 1956–1958 to 9 marriages per 1000 inhabitants during the next two 
years (1959–1960) reaching 7,3 in 1984.26 What change, as we have already shown, 
are the mechanisms of founding a new family. Between the wars the age at the mo-
ment of marriage was very young—even the 1930 census considered the population 
above 13 for marriage which was more a business of the parents than of the future 
spouses. We know the rules regarding marriage, which had to respect certain social 
layers like military or priests.27 Generally, in the inter-wars period, similar to what 
was previously going on, marriage happened inside the same social group, defined 
by fortune, social status, studies and the differences in social statute generated real 
dramas. Very recent studies28 prove a degree of marital homogamy, which was in-
creased for several social categories (intellectual or peasants who marry predomi-
nantly inside their own group), for those born before 1939. The authors conclude 
that the structuring of the society for this generation was a masculine one, where 
production activities, work and all other activities generally belonging to the public 
space belonged to men. On the opposite, the data for the generation that married in 
the 60s shows a destructuration of the class relations but also a closing of the social 
group of intellectuals who were going to marry in higher proportions inside their 
own group. One decade later, the highest degree of homogamy was to be found 
among the qualified workers, 62,8% of who were going to marry between them 
but the destructuration continued, all other social categories marrying in impor-
tant proportions with qualified workers (the most numerous were the clerks—50%, 
workers from the commercial sector—46% and unqualified workers—over 42%. 
The fact that only 10% of the intellectuals marry with workers proves, according to 
the two authors, that the universitary education was, for the last period of socialism, 
the most important border between classes.
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Conclusions

D uring the communist period, the Romanian family passes through a series 
of functional and structural transformations, influenced by the social dy-
namic—urbanization, industrialization, mass education—and by its own 

way of dealing with this dynamic. We cannot deny that during this period the bal-
ance inclines in favour of the nuclear family that the traditional family—smaller or 
larger, by case or by the environment it came from—is dislocated, disrupted espe-
cially by the young ones leaving for the cities, either to work or to study. The disrup-
tion is facilitated by the existence of dwellings: any worker who was a member of the 
party and of the union received sooner or later a dwelling from the state, with a rent 
set according to his income. This explosion and, then, availability of living space was 
generated by the need of the party for work force and the work force “from cities 
and villages” benefited from the advantages that no other social system had offered 
to such an extent by then.

The leaving of the young ones for the cities, this abandonment of the nest, had 
two main consequences: the weakening of the familial authority regarding the choice 
of the partner and the redefinition of the characteristics of the marital market. At the 
same time, the reform of the education and the obligativity to graduate at least 10 
grades opened the gate for women emancipation wider than ever—in conjunction 
with the new equalitarian statute set by the Constitution and by the Family Code. 
Under these circumstances, the families change their structure—social-professional 
homogamy, autoreproduction and the closing of certain social groups (especially for 
workers and intellectuals), exogamy and opening for the groups formed by the so-
called “functionaires” who were more willing to cross the social statute barriers and 
to form misalliances.

Having in mind the entire period before 1947 we conclude that three main 
breaks occurred in the family life under the communists: those related to the equal-
ity between spouses, to the reproductive life and to divorce. We must also point that 
the new legislation brought innovations in the sphere of social care, since almost the 
entire set of supportive measures for families with children (state allowance, paid 
maternity leave, various aids for mothers with more than one child) were introduced 
then.
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Abstract 
Consideration  

on the Process of Family Transformations in Communist Romania

In this study we suggest that the communist period, through the mechanisms of urbanization, 
industrialization and mass education changed the Romanian family in all of its aspects: structure, 
functions, size, roles, power, gender roles and so on. We argue that disruption is the proper term for 
describing the process of family transformations. Our conclusion is that, paradoxically, the roots 
of the modern Romanian family originate in the communist period even though one could claim 
that there is no such thing as modernity or modernism in communism!
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family, communism, Romania, nuclear family, traditional family, internal migration, social mobil-
ity, family disruption
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