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Since the beginning of Modernity, knowledge is linked (according to Francis Bacon) to 
power: respectively, to the ability to act on a specific context and to change it. In other 
words, modern knowledge is integrated into a device of change, which is the norm of 
progress. In this logic, knowledge is inseparable from action/change/progress and only 
insofar as it generates them can it legitimize its prestige. Wherever we place the end of 
Feudalism (in the fifteenth or seventeenth century), the European world reaches the end 
of a series of massive depopulation episodes: the Great Plague or the Thirty Years’ War. 
However, the efficiency of these multipliers (technology in its infancy) will lead both to 
population growth and to detachment from its original world. Thus, knowledge will be 
able to adapt to the new context. Detachment from the ancestral world is a trauma for 
the population that – since the time of sedentarization – was linked to the birthplace 
through many religious rituals and practices. Moving many people from one place to 
another and changing their way of life raises not only logistical, but also social problems. 
The centuries of the Industrial Revolution (from the XVIIIth to the XXth century) are 
also the centuries of the great revolutions of the European world.

The problem of the Romanian world is – as we well know – a setback: first of all, 
our modernity came very late. Then, it began with the Peace of Adrianople (1829), 
respectively with ceasing to be a Turkish colony and the entry of the Principalities into 
the system of international markets. The effect of this economic step forward was a social 
setback: the peasantry, hitherto, was subjected to serfdom, as cheap labour on large 
estates. As the enslaved rural population grew numerically from one generation to the 
next and the labour was (almost) in surplus, for almost a century, two things remained in 
abeyance: the technological upgrading of agriculture and the introduction of a state social 
system in the village world. Given that, until after World War II, Romania is a major 
agricultural producer and exporter of raw materials and the only problem is that of grain 
production and oil/wood exploitation. Unskilled labour was sufficient for all these activities 
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and the growing demographic increase made it easy to replace it. The first Romanian 
Modernity is unfolding in a small circle, in the urban environment, encompassing large 
and medium nobility who (precisely on the basis of the efficiency of the agricultural 
exploitation) focus on politics and administration.

The latter deserves a mention: from the very beginning – from Cuza’s time –, the 
Romanian administration is too numerous and inefficient. The reason for this is simple: 
each party calls its political clients “in service” (because they benefit from remuneration, 
added to what else they earn by corruption). But the volatility of governments generates 
instability within the entire administrative apparatus. Thus, quite quickly, a compromise 
is reached: “We do not fire yours, you do not fire ours”. The conclusion is that each 
government adds administrative staff and, in a short time, the employees find themselves 
in a structure of overlapping roles and tasks, which massively dilutes the responsibility 
of each.

The 1907 uprising sounded a massive alarm regarding the fact that the modernization 
begun in 1859 is, to a large extent, a “bottomless form”, as Maiorescu had said. In other 
words, the Romanian state had an institutional structure with its staff, but, in general, it 
continued to function as a feudal society. This means that the benefits of modernization 
reached an extremely small layer of the population (who generally made use of these 
benefits by importing luxury goods from abroad), while for most Romanians (from the 
Kingdom) there was no difference between the old world and the new one. The Second 
Balkan War (after which Romania receives the South of Dobrogea) and World War I 
(which ends with three unions) made that political success temporarily overshadowed the 
social problem. It was not until the 1920s, with the creation of extremist parties (the 
Communist Party and later the Legion of Archangel Michael), that tensions escalated in 
the heart of the cities, fuelled by a society that had somehow reached the limits of the 
type of modernization it had tried over the last half of a century. The union of 1918 put 
an end to the romantic ideology of the state that catches within its borders all (or most) 
speakers of a language. What is interesting is that, until the Union, the intellectual is also 
conceived based on a romantic model: he is a poet (who forges and puts the national 
language at work) and a prophet (anchored in a mythical past, he describes the happy 
future of the nation). In other words, he is a writer and journalist, and the archetypal 
figures of the genre are Mihai Eminescu and Nicolae Iorga. The professionalization – and 
diversification – of intellectual life will have to wait until the beginning of the twentieth 
century.

Although a diffuse perception in the beginning, that becomes more and more obvious 
with the passing of time, as it is now clear to all of us – and first of all, to the political 
decision makers –, Romania’s problems are moving from extension to intensity. More 
precisely, it is not the territorial expansion that concerns the generations after the Union, 
but the homogenization of the populations that make up the new State, both on the ethnic 
horizontal and on the socio‑economic vertical. Greater Romania is no longer the Old 
Kingdom: on the one hand, the increase in the number of citizens, on the other hand, 
the contact between communities with different life horizons and intellectuals who spread 
and are connected within different organisations make the old, feudal model no longer 
work. Finally, the catastrophe of 1916 had clearly shown the limits of Phanariot‑Balkan 
politics, which were peculiar to our world. Electoral reform and ownership in the early 
postwar years became symbols of inevitable change. But on the one hand, the autocratism 
of Ion I.C. Brătianu, and on the other hand, its unexpected end, the death of King Ferdinand, 
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the Dynastic Crisis, The Great Depression, the Restoration and the beginnings of the 
Chamber, make what started well between 1919 and 1922 to stagnate. 

Only after 1933 the issue of modernizing the country became a priority again. On the 
one hand, the experience of the Crisis, the rise of totalitarian powers in Europe and the 
internal tensions in the country had clearly shown the fragility of the new state (as well 
as those of its Balkan neighbours). King Charles II quickly understands that if he wants 
to pursue a truly personal policy, he must rely on a dynamic country and a prosperous 
economy. Let us not forget that, in the post‑crisis era, the model of development was the 
Keynesian policies of massive state investment, large projects and planning on a scale 
never seen before (Soviet five‑year plans seem to work spectacularly). These realities 
overlap with the image the King holds of himself, not only as the sovereign of the coun‑
try, but as the centre and engine of Romania’s development.

This is the context in which another type of intellectual emerges in our world: the 
provider of expertise. Beyond what is happening in the technical fields – the 1930s are 
also the first years of industrialization in Romania –, it is for the first time in our history 
when humanist intellectuals have the role of describing a reality (social and economic) 
while also proposing strategies (either to develop or to improve it). It is the great merit 
of Professor Dimitrie Gusti both for the way he knew how to access royal support, capi‑
talizing on it, and for the organizational ability thanks to which he found the most efficient 
collaborators. The “teams of monographers” represented the first form of interdisciplinary 
study of the realities of the Romanian world. What is amazing is that, although unprece
dented in our world, monographs work – from the very beginning – extremely efficiently 
and with remarkable results. The emergence and action over time of this group long 
deserved an in‑depth study. Unfortunately, this has not been possible for a long time. In 
the interwar period and immediately after the war, the Gustian school barely carried out 
its projects. After 1948, there is no question of continuing monographic studies, and the 
teams are disintegrated and their members reduced to anonymity, if not persecuted or 
even exterminated. A brief moment of relaxation, in the 1960s and 1970s, makes some 
few survivors of the Gustian school (particularly Henri H. Stahl) to be involved in 
sociological projects related to accelerated urbanization (specific of the time) and the 
organization of industrial activities. Despite this (fragile) return – under the patronage of 
Miron Constantinescu –, it is no longer able to update the research methodologies, nor 
to diversify the areas of interest of the study and to form solidarity teams both in projects 
and in time. 

The “obsessive decade” is marked by the mechanical application of schemes – con‑
sidered infallible at the time – of Soviet origin to the organization of economic (and, in 
particular, industrial) activities. Their efficiency, as far as it is concerned, is mainly based 
on the pressure of the state on society and each individual, and on the excessive spending 
of reserves (especially of the labour force, that has become almost enslaved). The contrast 
between these methods and the “scientific planning” from which the new economy is 
claimed to derive, is so obvious that the idea of planning itself is discredited, even before 
it is made functional. Only the return of Miron Constantinescu and, then, the rise of 
Manea Mănescu and Mircea Maliţa, as well as the technological imports from the West 
bring back to the present the multidisciplinary studies and the prognosis that they make 
possible. 

If we look at the past, we see that there were several “windows of opportunity” in 
which intellectual expertise could be developed: 1933‑1939, 1944‑1947, 1964‑1980. It 
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was too little to generate an institutional memory and a tradition in the field of socio‑human‑
istic studies. After 1981, with the decision to pay the external debt in advance, the spe‑
cialized companies, as well as the entire expertise (technical, economic, administrative) 
must operate in emergency mode. On the one hand, the contact with the West and with 
the new technologies is reduced, and on the other hand, the arbitrariness of the personal 
management of the Ceauşescu couple operates at maximum speed without taking into 
account any other opinions or reality. In this late period of Romanian communism, a 
“science in the service of the nation” is encouraged, more precisely a discourse that 
sustains itself by carrying out propagandistic themes: the homeland, the party, the unity 
of the whole people, the multilateral developed socialist society.

The effect of this language inflation and the loss of contact with social and economic 
reality we will all feel after 1990. Among the amazing things of this last period is the 
recovery of the monographic school which, to a large extent, is the work of one man. 
The only active survivor of the “stubborn monographers”, who resists against all the 
contortions of the times, is Henri Stahl. Despite his tenacity, it would not be excluded for 
him to remain, in Romania, a simple name in an encyclopaedia (while, abroad, his stud‑
ies have both authority and influence). But, fortunately, old Stahl is visited – in the 
second half of the 1980s – by his younger brother, Zoltan Rostas, to whom, with an 
unexpected vivacity at his age, he tells the adventure of the monographic teams (the 
recording of the discussions makes up the volume Monograph as a utopia, published in 
2000 at Paidea Publishing House). Either because these things (and the destinies of those 
involved in interwar sociology) interested him before or because the discussions with the 
patriarch of Romanian sociology (and perhaps the connections favoured by him) opened 
new doors for him, Mr. Rostas embarks into a unique enterprise in our recent history. 
He follows in the footsteps of the survivors of the Bucharest sociological school, conducts 
many interviews with the survivors or members of the families of the disappeared, collects 
and edits the fragmentary corpus of the intentions of those sentenced to silence after 1948. 
And, especially, once he entered the University, he also attracts around him a lot of young 
people, coming from the most varied fields, to whom he makes available his archive and 
whom he encourages in their own research. Many of them – Irina Nastasă‑Matei, Anto‑
nio Momoc, Ionuţ Butoi, Dragoş Sdrobiş – are today well‑known names of socio‑human 
studies in Romania. Undoubtedly, others, just as talented, will follow.

Mr. Rostas’ undertaking is also astonishing for the fact that it did not set any explicit 
purpose. Not even that of gathering – like Marin Diaconu – all the sources of one episode 
or another. Everything Mr. Rostas did had and still has the character of a work in progress 
that developed like the delta of a river: constantly growing and, at the same time, creat‑
ing unpredictable routes. The result of this atypical “method” is that it gave a very large 
margin of freedom to those who were associated with the project that was named – against 
all current trends – “Gusti Cooperative” (“Cooperativa Gusti”). In turn, this freedom 
had the effect that, in the mosaic of things brought to light by Mr. Rostas and his col‑
laborators, the share of some research or other gained – at one time or another – a stronger 
emphasis, creating a relief of studies and interwar life, very different from the “canonical” 
and (relatively) uniform image of the “generation ’27” that had dominated the public 
interest after 1989. Openness, diversity, relief – these are the characteristics of the “coopera‑
tive” that – with generosity –, Mr. Rostas made available to anyone interested in the 
landscape of sociology and social problems of the Romanian interwar period.
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If it weren’t for a bookmark, it would be hard to believe that this enterprise is celebra
ting already over two decades. Last year, the Eikon Publishing House published the col‑
lection of studies Marginal and experimental. Gusti Cooperative: two decades of research 
in the history of sociology, coordinated by Ionuţ Butoi and Martin Ladislau Salamon. The 
book is framed by two studies by Professor Rostas, one that confirms and contextualizes 
the political affiliation (to the National Peasant Party) of Dimitrie Gusti and another that 
takes stock of the road articulated by the “Gusti Cooperative” (“Cooperativa Gusti”). 
What is significant is that the latter ends with a series of questions that configure as many 
openings, possible research routes and revisions of what has already been undertaken. 

The actual studies of the volume are grouped in four sections. Three of them are 
thematic (“About Tastes and Gustism”, “Practices and projects of the Gustian school”, 
“Personalities and/or social groups in the Gustian School”) and one is free, “Miscellane‑
ous”. In the first section, Ionuţ Butoi deals with the way in which the natural (biological) 
and the cultural compete in defining the nation at the beginning of the XXth century and 
in the interwar period, fragmenting into several types of concepts that update both ele‑
ments of tradition, civic modernity, but also eugenic racism. Balász Telegdy tries to 
describe a generational structure among the members of the Gustian school, which, to a 
certain extent, overlaps with its diffusion circles. Antonio Momoc seeks to fix the theme 
of “just war” in Dimitri Gusti’s conception, following the way in which a topical issue 
(of that time) and the involvement of the one who theorizes it inflects the arguments meant 
to give it consistency. Dumitru Sandu presents the project of cultural homes, developed 
by the monographic teams, both as a coagulant of rural life under the sign of moderniza‑
tion, and as a large‑scale institutional failure. Florentina Ţone resumes, corroborating the 
testimonies of the participants, the 1931 campaign, from Cornova (in Bessarabia). Beyond 
the atmosphere – studious and youthful, serious and carnival – in which the activity of 
the teams took place, highlighting the sad state of the peripheral rural world of Romania 
at the beginning of the fourth decade is the best argument for the necessity of the enter‑
prise sponsored by Professor Gusti. 

Martin Ladislau Salamon analyzes the process of displacement of the Aromanian 
population from Greece to the Quadrilateral and the way in which this dislocation of 
proportions affected those who knew it. Sanda Golopenţia restores the genealogy of the 
International Congress of Sociology, designed to be held in 1939 in Bucharest (and can‑
celled due to the War), and compares the materials that formed the basis of this initiative 
with those of the first postwar Sociology Congress, which took place in Rome in 1950. 
It is clear that, given the partition of Europe since the beginning of the Cold War, Eastern 
researchers could not participate in the latter event, and the distance between the two 
moments covers both a traumatic history and the slip of research concerns into other 
methodological frameworks. Irina Nastasă‑Matei is also in charge of the Congress that 
has not taken place since 1939, highlighting the characters of the German university 
environment which announced their presence and their relationship with the official ideo
logy of Nazi Germany. 

Theodora‑Eliza Văcărescu highlights the discrepancy in status between men and women 
in the monographic school: the former are credited with the ability to organize activities 
and theoretically synthesize the data obtained, the latter being particularly assigned to the 
work field, recording information and everything related to its mechanical processing (in 
the absence of computers, which did not exist at the time). Alina Juravle follows the way 
in which Henri Stahl saw, as much as possible, the dynamization of the rural communities 



118 RECENZII

and the exit from the historical passivity of the peasant meant to become the economic 
and social foundation of a Modern Romania. David Mihai Gaiţă recreates the monograph 
route of Nerej, from Vrancea, highlighting an essential aspect of these studies: their 
anthropological dimension, which does not aim at one aspect of life or another, but their 
whole, which is required to be notified insofar as the proposed change affects all aspects 
of individual and collective life. 

Cosmina Timoce‑Mocanu returns to us – first of all from the letters of the second 
volume of the Epistolary Rhapsody (which gathers the correspondence received and sent by 
Anton Golopenţia) – the portrait of Anton Golopenţia’s wife, Ştefania Cristescu‑Golopenţia. 
Benefiting from remarkable studies, with special attention to the nuances of monographic 
research, Ştefania Golopenţia knew both the minor condition from a professional point 
of view in the interwar period (doubled by the unconditional support of a rising husband), 
and, after the establishment of communism, the tragedy of loss, with the death of her 
husband, and a destiny pushed into the margins. Dragoş Sdrobiş describes the propaganda 
component of the Encyclopaedia of Romania (patronized by Professor Gusti) and the role 
of the writer Cezar Petrescu in paying homage to the regime of Carol II. 

In “Miscellaneous”, Adela Hâncu retraces the trajectory of the investigations related 
to “mass culture” in the “good years” of Romanian communism (insisting on the works 
of Haralamb Culea). Raluca Mateoc returns – according to the synthesis of Gail Klingman 
and Katherine Verdery – to Collective Households and CAPs, not only from an economic 
or organizational point of view, but also as formats that shape the life of villages for three 
decades. Alyssa Grossman brings us up to date with the fluctuations of the LEU (and the 
imaginary associated with it) in the first years of the transition. Dana Costin repositions 
the critical realism (of international relations) in relation to the expertise that the human 
sciences could add to it. Finally, Andrei Gaghi gives an overview of the XXth Congress 
of the International Association of French‑speaking Sociologists in 2016, in Montreal, 
presenting his speech on the Gusti Cooperative in Romania.

The topics are very diverse and the thoroughness of the studies makes them have the 
character of micromonographs that each open several possible paths (methodological, 
factual deepening, interpretation, etc.) and often (as in the case of the two papers on the 
Congress of 1939 or those referring to the state of women between the monographers and 
the destiny of Ştefania Golopenţia) they are completing each other, associating data and 
points of view coming from different fields. Even more interesting is the fact that many 
of them (those of Ionuţ Butoi, Antonio Momoc, Theodora‑Eliza Văcărescu, Cosmina 
Timoce‑Mocanu, Dragoş Sdrobiş) have a critical perspective in relation to the studied 
subject. The research of the Gusti teams and their monographic contributions does not 
fail in the encomiastic dithyrambs. On the contrary, we are witnessing the development – 
because its birth is more related to the doctoral theses, completely remarkable of the 
mentioned researchers – of a sociology of interwar sociology. Far from the flat vision of 
a homogeneous group, animated by a common project and with mythical results, Professor 
Gusti and his disciples constitute a microworld full of cleavages, with variable geometries, 
which assumes, at the level of understanding, but at the same time reproduces at small‑scale 
the history and tensions of interwar Romania.

Once again, it is the merit of Professor Rostas to vouch this freedom of search, to 
which – keeping the scale – we can find correspondences in the good‑natured attitude of 
Dimitrie Gusti towards his young collaborators. In both cases, we are witnessing – once 
in retrospect, the second time, live – an opening meant to lay the foundations of another 
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type of research and, finally, the change (slowly, because it’s thorough) of realities that 
always seemed in solidarity with our world. What happened after 1948 reduced the open‑
ings of the world to the monotony of an official discourse and the imposition of an eco‑
nomic and social model that must also be studied. We can only hope that the openings of 
now will be continued – in the chain of generations – with others, that economists will 
be added to the monographs (between 1920 and 1940, several studies were done – I know 
those of Valeriu Bulgaru and Nicolae Cornăţeanu on the agriculture of other countries – 
and Alexandru F. Diaconescu wrote a remarkable monograph on the cereal trade of 
Romania), that we will also find the social doctors (Pompei Samarian and Gheorghe 
Banu), without hiding the eugenic conceptions of the time and, why not, maybe we will 
discover other authors, “forgotten, exiled or censored”.

Only then we will see that the interwar period and its intellectual world was neither 
the paradise of a few exalted young people, nor the hell of an abominable exploitation. 
But it is very similar to the world we live in: a complex world, with a lot of problems, 
fragile and, at the same time, strong in its dynamism. And, above all, a world from which 
the reality of the future always selects only a small part of the diversity and the possible 
that constitutes its beauty.
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