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The doctoral thesis we present is called "Spirituality in the Psyche of the Peasant in 

Contemporary Southern Transylvania", its research being based on anthropological studies as 

well as a rich scientific bibliography. Although one may be tempted to believe that this work 

mostly harnesses ethnological studies, its purpose is to make an anthropological analysis of the 

history of the mentalities in the rural area. We take into consideration religious manifestations 

and sensibilities during the contemporary period, many of them with deep ramifications in the 

traditional psyche. 

Our approach does not venture into an unknown domain. The spirituality of the 

Romanian peasant is an explored field, though through more or less thorough investigations. But 

the ethnological approach is the predominant one. Many of the ethnologists, anthropologists, 

professors, or researchers have ventured on these areas of the research, providing the interested 

parties numerous works, articles, and volumes. We want to specify that the originality of this 

work consists in wanting to bring a perspective different than the ethnological one, namely the 

perspective of the historical anthropology. The novelty of the work resides in the perspective it 

offers, having studied the anthropology works, especially French ones, and having applied the 

theory accumulated on the case study of the Romanian spirituality in the rural area. It is a 

multidisciplinary approach, which aims to highlight aspects of religious sensitivity and piety in 

the Transylvanian rurality of the last decades. 

Many volumes and articles have also been written about the life and psyche of the 

Romanian peasant, about their traditions and habits of working, eating, and interacting with the 

others. However, we cannot overlook the religious spirit of the rural life, the rhythms that impose 

religious sensitivity, and how the village's world relates to divinity. After the issue of these 

works, a detailed analysis is due of what these customs represent and how they are being 

practiced, their analysis leading to a general knowledge of life in the Transylvanian village since 

the ending of the First World War to the present day. The research of customs and traditions that 

ethnology presents, has led to a perspective that is little addressed in the Romanian academic 

study, namely the anthropological perspective, in a sense that was approached, for instance in the 

Romanian academic literature, by Mihai Coman, in his work, "Introduction to Cultural 



Anthropology". The knowledge accumulated from the reference works of the French 

anthropology had a great impact on the present work, since at the base of the thesis are these 

theories, this type of perspective synthesized very well by the author. 

Methodological Aspects  

The premise from which we started writing this doctoral dissertation focuses on two main 

directions: first, we wanted to familiarize the reader with the history of the contemporary period, 

related to the role played by the Church in the life of the society and how the different political 

regimes influence it. The role played by the Church in local communities is extremely important 

for the religious and spiritual values of individuals. From this point of view, knowledge of the 

political situation, of the relationship between the Church and the political factors is necessary in 

order to also understand the changes occurred, if any, in the rural collective psyche. Our research 

continues with a presentation of the daily life during the inter-war period, having as central 

reference the work of Ioan Scurtu "The History of the Romanian Civilization", as well as other 

reference publications mentioned in the bibliography and the critical apparatus.  

Then, because one of the central issues of the work is to show that the Romanian peasant 

is pious in this time frame, despite all superstitions and political changes, we will first show the 

position of the Romanian Orthodox Church. What does it preach, what teaching does it want to 

spread, and how does it want to influence the thinking and the psyche of the peasant? Does the 

attitude of the official religious discourse change during the studied period? 

In the second part of the dissertation, we want to present the customs, traditions, 

superstitions, fears, and sensibilities of the Romanian Transylvanian peasant, while at the same 

time analysing them from an anthropological perspective. In this regard we do consider a 

comparison between their beliefs and what the Romanian Orthodox Church preaches - an 

analysis between the superstitions, the religious sensitivity of the Romanian peasant and the 

"official" religious position. And in the last part of the work we make a brief presentation of the 

religious situation in the Romanian villages and show that the religious sensitivity has changed, 

but the religious feeling that we tried to highlight throughout the work has only taken other 

forms. 

 We also chose as a temporary-spatial frame Southern Transylvania, starting with the 

inter-war period (end of the First World War) until the present day. The reasoning behind us 

making this choice was to provide a vision that would express as close to reality as possible the 



accuracy of the religious feeling in the village life. It is well known that the more we move away 

from our present times, the more inaccurate the history facts are and the more vague and 

uncertain the assumptions. Greater closeness to the present day means greater accuracy in 

reporting customs and testimonials on this subject. Also the sources available and the 

bibliography have made our approach much more accessible. Being a very generous subject, 

with many perspectives for analysis, the widening of the chronological horizon would have 

created some difficulties to achieve it. 

Also, we chose as geographical area Southern Transylvania, because the author of the 

work is originally from this area and access to information was easier. Due to some personal, 

subjective aspects, we also considered that traveling to this area in order to interview the subjects 

would have been much easier. We also mention that both in research and in the work, we refer 

only to the Orthodox Christian religion. We chose to refer only to this confession because it is 

the official religion of Romania throughout the entire study period, because it is the most 

common confession in the study area of Transylvania, and because the space and time for this 

research did not allow us to also introduce in the study the other confessions. The reasoning was 

also that certain differences appear in the preaching of the other confessions, differences that can 

be reflected in the psyche of the Romanian peasant and we consider this to be the case study of a 

separate work. At the same time, the differences are in the form of practicing the rite and ritual in 

a certain confession. Then there are considerable nuances regarding the superstitions and 

customs that are not recognized by the "official dogma" to be part of these confessions. We 

would have expanded a lot with the research had we started in the direction of analysing all the 

confessions. Especially since the researches are uneven regarding each confession. 

We also mention that for this research we used the methodology taken from the great 

European researches, especially the French ones. Some of the results and conclusions from these 

historiographies guided us, but we took into account all the aspects and differences specific to 

the studied place or area. It has been observed, for example, at the level of the customs and 

superstitions that Orthodoxy did not go through the period of "discipline" - as it was the case 

with Catholicism, nor through the rigours of Protestantism. For this reason precisely, we chose 

the comparative method for sources and bibliography. This allows us to have a general overview 

of the religious phenomenon in Transylvania in the contemporary period, in order to be able later 

on to focus on the specificities of the period, area, and confession that we have considered since 



the very beginning. At the same time, using information from several sources has helped us 

reach some points of view that are more objective, closer to reality. 

Last but not least, we would like to mention that one of the important sources of the paper 

is the interview, which we applied to several people in the mentioned areas. This approach of 

oral history helped us better clarify some methodological aspects on the one hand, but also 

ascertain the way in which certain customs and superstitions were perpetuated together with all 

forms of manifestation of the religious piety. These interviews represent the unique perspective 

of this doctoral thesis and complement the other bibliographic sources and resources. 

 Motivation for Choosing the Topic 

The main reason for choosing this topic is precisely the fact that we encountered 

obstacles in finding an integral, complex work on spirituality in the rural areas. Although there 

are some researches that focus on this general aspect, they remain partial and have a background 

in ethnology, ethnography, or theology; even those from the field of history are incomplete 

considering their approach and sources. During the doctoral years we met many ethnological 

topics and approaches of the customs and traditions in the Romanian village from different eras. 

We have also encountered numerous sociological studies on this topic; numerous in-depth 

theological studies have also been written on this subject, but we had difficulties in finding a 

complex work combining these pieces of research from the perspective of the historical 

anthropology or the cultural history. 

 This thesis combines in a demonstrative study the four major themes: the French 

anthropological perspective; the in-depth ethnological study that we find in different Romanian 

works; the sociology, with its statistical analyses that will help us in demonstrating the 

applicability of some theoretical aspects; as well as theological studies. From the very beginning 

we started from the premise that it was an original work or an original subject, especially since 

numerous works have been written on this subject; however, the interdisciplinary perspective we 

propose, based on the four major themes, has given us the opportunity to undertake a unique 

analysis for the Romanian historiography, with reference to this area of the country. 

 A second reason for choosing this topic - the spirituality of the Romanian rural 

environment from the point of view of the historical anthropology - is that we hope that this 

thesis will be an opening opportunity for future studies of cultural and implicitly religious 

anthropology. The research for this dissertation opens our vision in the field of cultural 



anthropological research, both in terms of acquiring knowledge in this broad field, as well as 

acquiring research, documentation, and study skills with the working tools acquired in the 

research undertaken so far. 

At the same time, we mention that we grew up in this area of the country and are familiar with 

many aspects related to the local collective psyche, the superstitions and customs specific to 

Southern Transylvania and the Orthodox communities in the area, which allowed us to have a 

direct approach to the topic. This made our work easier in certain situations and helped us relate 

to the tools used with the rigor required for an academic research. During our research, we 

managed to better understand certain religious manifestations, customs, and sensibilities specific 

to the Transylvanian rural daily life.  

Structure of the Work 

After an Introduction in which we set out to clarify some aspects that are more related to 

the argumentation of this research, the working methods used, and the review of some 

historiographical landmarks essential to our approach, the doctoral dissertation begins with a 

first chapter dedicated to religious anthropology in the Romanian rural area. Starting from the 

main theories of the "religious feeling" and the mechanisms that determine its manifestation in 

the collective psyche of some larger or smaller communities, we tried to integrate the area to 

which the doctoral dissertation refers in the general context of the forms of expression and 

relation to divinity. We took into account the official terminology that the great specialists 

imposed in their researches, both historiographical and those of the history of religions, and we 

analysed how all these symbols, manifestations, and attitudes work in the religious communities 

of Transylvania. Going in the same direction, we tried to carry out an analysis of how the 

Orthodox Church imposes its religious discourse on the manifestations of people's sensibilities 

and how it relates to certain aspects regarding rite, ritual, and the local customs. The second 

chapter aims to provide a historical perspective on the evolution of the Orthodox Church in 

Romania in the contemporary period. The great changes of political regimes during this period 

also had significant effects on the Church. By default, the Romanian village world feels these 

transformations and political pressures, especially during the Communist period. Sometimes, the 

Church has to adapt, at least formally, to the demands imposed by the state, by the political 

leadership of a certain period. We tried to see, in several sub-chapters, how these transformations 

are felt in the Transylvanian rural collective psyche. Whether there are significant changes, 



whether the religious horizon changes depending on the political pressures. Of course, in a 

deeply traditional community, the novelty is having a hard time imposing itself and the religious 

practices do not undergo significant changes. 

The third chapter, titled suggestively Forms of Manifestation of the Popular Piety, 

represents the central part of the doctoral thesis. It is a research that tries to capture all the 

aspects related to the religious sensitivity of the studied communities, through the factors that 

influence its evolution during the mentioned period and in the geographical area established at 

the beginning. At the same time, we captured the manifestations and the customs regarding the 

rite and ritual within the Orthodox confession with the Romanians in Southern Transylvania. We 

aimed to consider all the practices and manifestations concerning man's important moments, 

throughout life and over time: over the year or other important moments in the chronology of an 

individual's life. Thus, birth, baptism, marriage, funeral, rites of protection, of offerings, for 

joyous occasions etc. were considered. The multitude of religious manifestations in a man's life 

represent as many occasions for invoking the divinity, practicing certain rites and rituals. We 

could thus observe that God is present through the Church and the priest in all the important 

moments of human life. 

In chapter four, Representations of Good and Evil in the Popular Imaginary, we made 

an incursion into the way the religious imaginary works in the popular mentality. It is well 

known that religion and religious manifestations function from ancient times through 

iconographic or textual representations. Thus, we could see that the imaginary plays an essential 

role for the Orthodox Transylvanians when practicing their confession. For example, the image 

of the world beyond is probably the most present mental and imaginary structure in man. In the 

imaginary symbolism of Orthodox Christians, the good-evil dichotomy is represented in all the 

manifestations of the popular piety, both collectively and individually. We researched aspects 

regarding the cult of the holy relics, holy places, how the pilgrimage is perceived in the Orthodox 

world in the South of Transylvania and then the evil imaginary, to which we dedicated 

researches on the representations of the devil, of evil in human life.  

The last chapter, The New Religious "Expansion" or Religious Sensibilities in the 

Southern Transylvanian Village After 1989, addresses how the Orthodox world relates to the 

new political changes after the fall of Communism. The fundamental freedoms that the 

Romanian world enjoys after the Communist dictatorship brought back to the foreground the 



Church and the religiosity of the Romanians. The freedom to manifest oneself religiously has 

allowed communities to bring back to the foreground of daily life a series of habits and attitudes 

that have a deeply religious character. At the same time, we can see a new challenge for the 

Church, as well as for the believer: the increasing influences of the media, the extraordinary 

demographic mobility in the village world, and an increased ageing in these communities. 

However, most of the times that require the practice of certain religious rituals, where the people 

are present and manifest as such. The reactions of the believers to the calls of priests are positive; 

standing proof is the large number of donations or other forms of devotion and integration in the 

religious community. 

The thesis ends with a series of conclusions which will hopefully help understand the 

main aspects of this doctoral dissertation. Then, the annexes give the opportunity to deepen some 

theories that we have developed throughout the thesis. A consistent bibliography concludes the 

paper, which we hope will offer those interested a more complex perspective on this particularly 

topical subject, both through manifestation in the contemporary daily life, and especially through 

the researches that are being carried out. 

When we started the research for this doctoral work, we started from the idea of 

demonstrating that the Romanian peasant is still pious. That certain religious sensitivities, 

attitudes, and manifestations of devotion and piety manifest themselves in more or less intense 

rhythms throughout the analysed period. They do not appear at the end of the First World War or 

in one of the decades of the contemporary era. They are older religious phenomena and practices 

that continue to be present in the Transylvanian rural world. Specific especially to Orthodoxy, 

they have also spread to other denominations. Of course, there is also the reverse process of 

taking over habits or practices found in members of other denominational communities. 

Starting from this premise, we continued the research in the mentioned direction, to track 

how all these phenomena have manifested in the last century. But the time and effort put into 

research for this work have finally led us to a somewhat expected conclusion: the fact that the 

peasant is not more religious, but rather superstitious (at least until a few decades ago) or even 

traditionalist (doing things because they were taught to do so by the ancestors and another type 

of behaviour would cause them trouble). Of course, this is not a theory that applies to a 

percentage of 100% of the studied population. However, essentially we can say that the rural 

world "sacredly" takes over and maintains habits and practices related to the religious psyche. 



Some of them are not related to the official teaching of the Church or with the dogma it imposes. 

But tradition is an important part of community life in the researched villages. It is not a 

specificity of the area. These features can be observed in the other regions of Romania.  

We will obviously also accept the argument that the manifestation of religiosity has 

changed over the course of this century and that in fact it is not a de-sacralisation of the psyche, 

but rather its metamorphosis, as we tried to argue in the last chapter of this work. What we found 

in our research was the fact that some attitudes, manifestations of the rite and ritual have 

undergone changes to a greater or lesser extent. However, the essential of the piety of the rural 

communities, the superstition, remains a daily constant for the individual and collective 

sensibilities. At an official level, the Church has largely preserved everything related to rite and 

ritual. It also preserved the essence of its teachings through sermons, printings, prayers. The 

village world continues to live by the norms of the Church, however, it adds an important dose of 

customs and manifestations of the "sacred" that have nothing to do with the official dogma of the 

Orthodoxy.   

 The arguments were presented throughout the work without having the intent to reach 

this conclusion, as mentioned above, but the most appropriate argument we can conclude is that 

in the paper, if we sum up all the reasons why the Romanian peasant- either from the inter-war 

period, or after 1989 - goes to church, prays, follows a series of Church-related traditions and 

customs (more or less deformed from what the Church says), all fears and desires of "contact" 

with the divinity manifest, statistically speaking, first of all with regard to their direct income 

(integrity and well-being at home, care for agriculture, shepherding, household, that is the 

resources that ensure their daily living). Then secondly, there are manifestations with regards to 

individual and family health, and thirdly, there are fears and manifestations with regards to 

interior safety. The manifestation of the religiousness of the Romanian peasant has too little 

contact with the love for God, which is technically called "worship". Their manifestations of 

religiousness happen for fear of something bad happening out of non-obedience, for a need to 

protect their daily revenues, and to protect themselves against illness, evil things, or other 

manifestations of evil.  

If we follow the definition of the "superstition", we will notice that this is actually 

prejudice that results from the belief in good and evil spirits, their continuous fight, and which 

can influence nature and society to the most insignificant events in the life of man, nature, and 



society (these events are usually bad). Taking this definition into consideration and associating 

the conclusions made in the thesis chapters, we will see that the Romanian peasant, focused more 

on the fear of not being influenced by evil spirits, on not going to hell, or of not having bad 

things happen to them and their family in the house, household or, worse, related to the land that 

provides for the daily living, they use practices that derive from the religious teaching advised by 

the Church, but their fears and practices deviate in almost every case. By deviation we mean the 

use of religious practices, which apparently have the substrate of the Church's teachings, which 

start from these religious teachings, data, lives of saints, Christian practices, but which continue 

with witchcraft and magic practices, or other manifestations that reassure them that evil is 

removed from their path and from their goods. These additional attitudes to the demands of the 

Church, not encouraged by its official position, we call them superstitions. 

Regarding the modern peasant, we can mention that they still keep the reminiscences of 

the superstitious peasant of the past, but we believe that these religious practices are defined 

more by a need to preserve the tradition and by a lack of trust in the immediate divine help. 

Some of these practices can no longer be defined as "superstitious" with the modern peasant, but 

rather as respect and nostalgia for spirituality and everything holy, as well as a need to preserve 

traditions and customs.  

Obviously there are many conflicting opinions, formulated by various arguments, but it is 

difficult to generalize or establish clear distinctions between all the manifestations of the sacred. 

Sometimes they differ from one individual to another and from one community to another. We 

can use terms such as "redefining religiosity" or "another manifestation of religiosity" or other 

such terms. Or, there may be opposing opinions, with arguments, but so far, following the 

researches carried out for this work, we keep our point of view regarding some aspects regarding 

the manifestation of religious sensitivity in the rural communities in the South of Transylvania. 

Of course, in all this process of sacralisation / desacralisation of the members of the community, 

the education and the influence of the information media have an important role. Also, a great 

deal of internal and external mobility has led to many individuals repositioning themselves 

towards these manifestations. Especially the younger ones.  
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