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Abstract 

The study aims to discuss the opportunity of setting up social enterprises in rural 
areas employing the elderly and contributing to the preservation of their cultural 
and ethnic identity. It is an exploratory research and it was conducted in 4 
communities of in the Neamţ şi Bacău counties. Comprehensive interview was used 
with subjects holding the collective memory and it aimed to identify the range of 
their expectations regarding the setting up of social enterprises preserving local 
traditions and local specificity. The results emphasize their role both for the direct 
beneficiaries and communities as a whole. 
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1. Introduction  
Our paper aims to present the usefulness and the impact of 

centers producing traditional clothing for the population of rural 
communities, with the dual role played by the centers,  on the one hand, 
voluntary and private initiative, and, on the other, maintenance of 
cultural and ethnic identity.  

The study continues and completes the article „Social Economy 
and the community identity” (Fedor, 2016) published earlier in this 
journal that presented a field research conducted in four rural 
communities in Neamţ and Bacău counties. The focus is placed on 
traditions and local specificity underlining the range of expectations 
regarding social enterprises development bringing the benefit of 
preserving the traditions and implicitly the ethnic identity of each 
community.  
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2. Short presentation of studied communities 

(http://statistici.insse.ro) 
Săbăoani village is located in the Eastern end of the county at the 

border with Iaşi County, with a population of 9.901 inhabitants. Most 
inhabitants are of Romanian ethnicity (95, 73%). For 4, 21% of the 
population, the ethnic belonging is not known. In terms of their 
confession, most inhabitants are Roman-Catholics (93, 61%), with an 
Orthodox minority of (1, 89%). Confessional belonging of 4, 23% of the 
population is not known.  

Gherăești village is located in Neamț County, with a population 
of 4.854 inhabitants. Most inhabitants are Romanian (96, 54%). For 3, 
4% of the population, ethnic belonging is not known. In what regards 
confessional belonging, most inhabitants are Roman-Catholics (83%), 
with an Orthodox minority of (13, 41%). Confessional belonging of 3, 
4% of the population is not known.  

Faraoani village is located in Bacău County, with a population of 
3.932 inhabitants. Most inhabitants are Romanian (93, 54%). Main 
minorities are Hungarians (1, 73%) and the Csango (1, 55%). For 2, 
64% of the population, ethnic belonging is not known. In terms of 
confession, most inhabitants are Roman-Catholics (95, 83%), with an 
Orthodox minority of (1, 25%). Confessional belonging of 2, 64% of the 
population is not known.  

Prăjești village is located in Bacău County, with a population of 
1.869 inhabitants. For 11, 02% of the population, ethnic belonging is 
not known. In terms of confession, most inhabitants are Roman-
Catholics (78, 33%), with an Orthodox minority of (10, 38%). 
Confessional belonging of 11, 18% of the population is not known.  

 
3. Research methods  
We applied 12 comprehensive interviews, three for each 

community. We opted for this type of interview as it enables the 
interviewed subject to explore the topic deeply until it is saturated 
(Blanchet, Gotman, de Singly, Kaufmann, 1998).  

The field research was carried out between May and June 2015. 
The target group of the study included the elderly selected randomly, 
aged between 75 and 92, holders of collective memory of each 
community.  
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The questions were adapted to the level of understanding of the 
subjects; their language was adequate to their degree of knowledge. 
The interviewed individuals agreed to take part in the interview. We 
informed the subjects about the confidentiality of information supplied 
during the interview. The interviews took place in a familiar 
environment and were accepted by the respondents, namely, in the 
office of the parish house that belongs to the church of each community.  

The body of data collected during interviews was coded based 
on the hierarchy of data importance and their recurrence to build 
categories and topics. We aimed to develop an understanding of latent 
meanings of the analyzed messages based on the model of Grounded 
Theory (Strauss, Corbin, 1990), a methodological approach focusing on 
the way in which data and their analysis are the product of a symbolic 
interaction. Then, the concepts and the topics were organized in a 
narrative scheme summarizing the outcomes of research.  

The main topics were: traditions, local specificity, the role of the 
church and other communitarian institutions and maintaining local 
identity. 

 
4. Outcomes and discussions  
Starting from the paradigm launched by Lévi-Strauss (1978) of 

knowing an individual based on its the representations and 
productions, our analysis is divided into three distinct and also 
complementary directions: a) underlining traditions specific to local 
communities as an element of cultural and ethnic identity; b) 
identifying the act of stakeholders that play a role in the conservation of 
local identities; c) shaping the vector role of the social enterprise in the 
preservation of cultural and ethnic identity. 

4.1 Traditions and the local specificity  
A specific element of traditional clothing, the used colors are 

mentioned in Gherăești. One of the interviewed mentioned the use of 
colors red and black, the ornamentation of traditional clothing that is 
considered an element that shows the difference between local and 
specifically Hungarian culture.  

„Look, our catrintsas... there are many colors and other things in 
Ardeal... ours are much simpler. The majority wear red and black. There 
were neither blue, nor white, just red or black, that’s all.” (Gherăești 2) 
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In Prăjești, the subjects also mentioned the color used to ornate 
costumes as being an element of local specificity. They use „bright” 
colors, such as yellow, the Voroneţ blue and red.  

„In terms of colors, it is common to have all bright colors: yellow, 
black, Voroneţ blue or bright red’. The neighboring village used to 
accept darker color, much black color on the vest. There was a 
difference, we kept bright colors, yellow and black were immediately 
noticed.” (Prăjești 2) 

The popular clothing was manufactured in the household, 
starting with flax plantation and harvesting, submersion in the river 
Siret or in the village rettings, undergoing the process of fabric 
production and whitening and ending with clothing manufacturing. The 
first stage of the process was supervised by the elderly women. Later, 
the interviewed mentioned the use of cotton and fabric purchased from 
„the Jews”. It was ornated with flowers or the threads were taken out 
with a needle to obtain a special pattern. Wool was also used in the 
manufacturing of traditional clothing. Shoes and clothing were 
produces in the household.  

„So, all was peasant’s work, which planted hemp, harvested it 
and retted it in river Siret or here in the village rettings and the elderly 
women supervised the production process, they knew when it had to be 
taken out, they obtained the raw material and then it was easy. The 
most important material was obtained, it was much softer. Then, 
women weaved the fabric. This was done in winter, hemp was 
processed during Lent. When spring came, work started and each kept 
its fabrics in a wooden basin and rinsed it seven-eight times a day. Each 
person had a special spot and went there with seven or eight women 
and whitened the fabric if they had enough space. Then people evolved 
a bit. They bought cloth from the Jews as they were the drivers of trade 
then. They started to bring cotton and instead of hemp that had to be 
stretched and beaten, people started to use cotton. Women sewed, they 
made women’s clothes, ornated with flowers and men made simpler 
clothes for men. Only holiday clothes had a special stitching, whether on 
the collar having some patterns or on the hem. In time, they became 
more fashionable, took out threads with a needle, others that had 
machine-made stitches just had the pattern on them and a nail-sized 
spider, smarter. Besides spiders, they also made flower imitations. This 
was the difference between the two costumes, I refer to the blouse. The 
opinci were the traditional shoes made out of pig skin as at that time 
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pigs were skinned as that was the used raw material. The foot wraps 
were made from a thicker material and the sheep wool was beaten. 
Hemp was stretched and wool was beaten. Women made catrintsas, the 
nowadays skirts made out of three parts: two parts with flower 
patterns and the back side were black. Colors came from the shuttle. 
They made all the work. The vests were made from sheep wool. After 
sheep were trimmed, the wool was washed and processed and then 
woven and then colored. There were no chemical colors as now. The 
wool was colored using walnuts, alder that by being boiled gave that 
color, would the color fade? No way!” (Prăjești 1) 

In Săbăoani, the interviewed reported that traditional clothing 
has elements that make it different from the Hungarian clothing and 
similar to the clothing worn by Moldavians and the people of 
Maramures. The main elements are made of: ribbons that girls wore on 
their forehead and in their hair, as well as the colors and stitches of 
catrintsas.  

„Our traditions are Romanian and if we look more carefully (and 
I watch TV as I like to watch traditional clothing) at Moldovans, I mean 
the Russians from across the river Prut, we are more like them that like 
the Hungarians, as I see many ribbons as it was here when I was 
younger we used to wear ribbons to support our hair, between hair tails 
we had ribbons ... and I used to wear them when I was a young girl… 
especially on Sunday when we went dancing and you were not 
supposed to be a bride but you had to wear traditional clothing, a 
blouse. I put on ribbons, a cross on my neck tied with a ribbon having a 
bow on the side and another ribbon on the front side.” (Săbăoani 3) 

The respondents provided information about traditional 
costume in the Săbăoani area that is a traditional Moldovan clothing 
that also comprises usually a white embroidered handkerchief on the 
belt. They validate the Romanian origin as it was in found in the 
community of origin. This cultural element is an argument for 
Romanian identity of Catholics in Moldova.  

„For instance, our catrintsas from Săbăoani, even people who 
spoke Hungarian or were from Icușeni also wore it... So, the catrintsas 
from Săbăoani was not like that from Bacău, it had a red piece in front, 
it was more fashionable. Let’s say out catrintsa has three parts. Two 
parts with red margins in the front side re worn side on the side. The 
background is red and the backside is black but not only black…. So, our 
black side is wider.” (Săbăoani 3) 
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For the respondents, the popular costume is a traditional 
Romanian costume with chromatic elements similar to those found in 
Faraoani. They underlined that people speaking Romanian and the 
Hungarian speakers wear the same costume.  

„So, we saw using home-made cloth. We used cotton fabric and 
we made the cloths, later, around 1955 people had they made. I also 
made it myself and had them made for the St. Michael Day. And for the 
holiday, all girls had a new blouse made to be better dressed. I went 
with two neighbors to Bălcescu to buy or have a blouse made. And 
when we went my cousin was there.” (Săbăoani 3) 

For the village Saint’s Day, there is a tradition to wear something 
new; it is a Romanian tradition especially around big holidays during 
the year.  

In Faraoani, we may distinguish two approaches to the 
specificity of traditional clothing. The first approach states the local 
specificity is closet o Hungarian tradition, it is more original than in the 
neighboring villages. Apart from the traditional costume, wedding, 
Christening traditions and dances contain elements of Hungarian 
culture. The approach fails to describe their specific features and how 
they differ from Romanian culture.  

„I would say we are more original. So we are not half blood. We 
say that our language is more pure. This is what we think. Others say 
theirs is more pure. But this is what I believe. Well, it will never be as it 
should be, as Hungarian is Hungarian. My brother wants to re-establish 
Hungarian language. Let me tell you those traditions he tries to bring 
back wedding and Christening traditions and many other traditions. In 
the old days, when a baby was born, mothers were not supposed to 
walk on the street... No. First, the baby had to be baptized and then you 
went and saw the priest…” (Faraoani 3) 

The second perspective states that local specificity is not 
Hungarian but that of Csango people, different from the two traditions. 
Again, specific and differing elements of the Csango tradition are not 
mentioned.  

The respondents are proud of the traditional costume of 
Faraoani which is typical Csango clothing, different from the Hungarian 
and considered abroad to be one of the most beautiful costumes. There 
are still people preserving the traditional Csango costume, people who 
wear it with pride. Therefore, they do not forget their origin and are 
proud of their cultural heritage left by their ancestors.  
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„Csango. It differs from the Hungarian costume. And it is 
different than the Romanian costume. Our Csango clothing is the most 
beautiful and when I travel abroad with bands it is very well seen.” 
(Faraoani 1) 

Except Faraoani where popular costume contains Csango 
elements, even though not clearly specified by the respondents, the 
traditional costume is typically Romanian.  

The research shows that here the transformation of the costume 
into a museum element: from the daily clothing at the beginning of 
1900s to being worn just for the important village events and religious 
holidays in the life of an individual, such as for the chrism.  

 „Rarely! Just for specific events. For example, the chrism.” 
(Prăjești 3) 

„...I donated my costume to the museum… a traditional costume, 
a blouse and trousers and a school bag. Then, there were no rucksacks 
or school bags with fairy tale characters on them. There was a piece of 
square clothing on it where you kept the ink pot. It was just a glass with 
a special barrow neck and when you turned it upside down it did not 
run as it was calculated to be half empty.” (Prăjești 2) 

4.2 Stakeholders having the role to preserve local identity  
We naturally ask ourselves: „who is still in charge with 

preserving local identity?”  
In Gherăeşti village, the priest tries to preserve the 

representative tradition of traditional costume sewing. He organizes 
meetings with women in the village practising this craft and who could 
pass it on to others.  

„Yes. The priest said that he tried to preserve the tradition of 
traditional costume sewing and he has a small club of village women 
who meet from time to time for sewing.” (Gherăeşti 2) 

With the occasion of our field research, we have noted the 
differences between the Catholic population in Bacău County and the 
population of Neamț county both in terms of their traditions and 
clothing.  

„No. Those people [from Bacău n.n.] have a different style, other 
traditions, other... Our people are from here. Maybe, who knows, they 
spoke Hungarian! But their costume is very different from that of our 
places.” (Gherăeşti 3)  

Also, the church contributed to the interaction of the young in 
traditional communities by putting at their disposal room for 
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organizing circle dances and local holidays. Church pays a key role in 
encouraging the preservation of local traditions, such as wearing 
traditional costume.  

Unfortunately, apart from church, few people do something to 
preserve traditions, just one person was mentioned who is in charge 
with popular dances and who is from the village.  

„There is a young man who is interested in dances and I like him 
a lot. He is married and has two children and I am glad when ... He has 
three dance groups, for children and for older ones, I really like him...” 
(Săbăoani 2) 

The traditional costume is till preserved as an emblem of 
identity. It has great value in the community and people from the 
community wear costumes just for special occasions, such as a 
traditional wedding.  

„In Gherăești, the religious feast is the Blood and Body of Christ 
and here we celebrate St Michael in the center of the village. It is 
different, so to say. In Gherăești, it is so beautiful when the elderly circle 
the church dressed in traditional costume, wearing opinci and put 
flowers in from of the Holly Sacrament. Here, the elderly do not wear 
traditional clothes any more, just the young and the children during 
holidays.” (Săbăoani 2) 

There are differences in traditions in the area, especially related 
to elements of popular religion and processions related to the saint of 
the church. These are element of local identity that are not preserved 
any more, processions are also found in Catholic regions of Europe, the 
cultural Romanian influence is the traditional costume.  

The initiative of respondents to continue popular tradition is a 
form of preserving the local cultural identity. 

„I have a niece to whom I wanted to leave stuff, I mean I want to 
leave her as most of my things are there, as she has spare room. I also 
have other things at home, but of them are already there. I wanted to 
teach her but she does not have time, she has three children. She has a 
deposit, she has been to France and to other countries, so she does not 
do such things, she says: „aunt, do I get paid for this? To pay someone 
do this .” I told her: „Mirela, if you pay that person, you need to have a 
shop”. If we had a shop where to sell the product, we might do this, 
otherwise no.” (Săbăoani 3) 

Collective work as a tradition was lost, a truly Romanian 
tradition that disappeared even in Orthodox communities in Moldova. 
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 „No, there is no collective work as it used to be in the old days. 
Collective work in building a house, mother used to call people when 
they worked hemp… This tradition was lost” (Săbăoani 3) 

In short, the stakeholders contributing to the preservation of 
local identity are individual and institutional stakeholders. Individual 
stakeholders are locals of different ages, occupations, local traditions. 
They take part in ethnographic activities aimed to identify traditions 
and recount them related to life of the old community, to preserve 
traditional costume, and pass on its manufacturing to future 
generations, to organize traditional song and dance bands.  

Institutional stakeholders are the church, political organizations 
and charities. Preservation actions of customs and traditional costume 
include ethnographic actions to identify traditions and to find stories 
related to community life.  

Other actions include dance and song bands management, 
organization of shows and artistic events. This type of actions was 
found in Faraoani and in Săbăoani.  

Evening sittings are also mentioned by the subjects in Faraoani. 
These have a demonstrative role and aim to spread community’s old 
traditions, customs abandoned by current generations.  

„We, with our Catholic organization organize evening sitting In 
February. We organize it to make the young people see how we did it, 
as they cannot know these things.” (Faraoani 2) 

It is also important to organize activities aimed to preserve the 
national costume, its manufacturing and to present it at exhibitions and 
fairs. The actions involve the presentation of materials and information 
on how traditional costume was made.  

„I would have helped my niece to work in a group… there I could 
have sit on a chair on the stage… This i show women used to do before.” 
(Săbăoani 3) 

Another way to preserve traditions is by writing books 
presenting information on the community history and its personalities. 
Inhabitants of Gherăești and Săbăoani have published books presenting 
the history of their own communities.  

4.3 Social economy and ethnic and cultural identity  
Using the model suggested by Korgen (2008), we may view the 

community as being a collective actor in its own life. In accordance with 
this view and to continue the summary of subjects’ responses, ethnic 
and cultural community can engage in collective actions aimed to reach 
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specific aims and objectives. For this purpose, we may identify a 
continuous awareness and a deliberate effort to ensure the survival of 
community by means of activities producing a heritage and celebrating 
a common legacy, all of them through such institutions as family, school, 
church and especially social enterprises.  

According to Fedor (op. cit., 47-49), so we can find, in form of 
organizations, institutions or agencies involved in preserving and 
promoting the patrimony, the premises to create the social enterprises 
as constitutive elements of the identity of those communities. 

On trying a systematization of the answers of the investigated 
subjects regarding the opportunity to create some social enterprises 
that could deal with the production of popular costumes specific to the 
ethnographic areas where those localities are, we notice the fact that 
setting up those enterprises has an important role in the horizon of 
expectations of the group represented by the elders, from a utilitarian 
and symbolic perspective. 

To systemize the types of expectations noticed in the 
investigated subjects, we were inspired by the model developed by Dilts 
(2007) regarding the relations between the change of the conviction 
system and the change of behaviour. The large volume of various 
information offered by the interviewed subjects in relation with the 
opportunity to develop some companies – social cooperatives in their 
communities, was structured according to a model based on various 
levels of expected changes. These levels are:  
a) behavioural, which are expressions of the elders’ action based on 
different contexts.  

“I like them [traditions, our note]! But I know I have to transmit 
them further, now I am getting closer to... who knows when... how long 
it will take... and I liked to transmit the customs and the traditional 
wear, especially the ancestors’ wear. I have to!” (Săbăoani 1);  
b) the system of values, which refers mainly to the elders’ attitude 
towards the current norms of role.  

“As you realize, for them [the grandsons, our note] we do not 
really matter. But they like dressing up in traditional wear for the 
Romanian holidays there in Italy. I want to teach her, but she does not 
have time.” (Săbăoani 2);  
c) a new identity (different from the cultural and ethnic one, but an 
extension of it, and in support to it) assumed by the internalization of 
the new system of values. 
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“They can be preserved [the traditions, our note], since I can see 
that there..., if they [abroad, our note] started to preserve the traditions 
better than home, to prove there that they are Romanians and 
householders, as we are from home... And we do nothing? If those in 
higher positions do nothing, they will lose everything. But that’s what I 
think, that we can help them.” (Faraoani 1). 

In other words, the elders in the four communities want to 
create some social enterprises. They feel the need to change. Facing the 
depopulation of the localities because of the massive migration of the 
segment of young population, the creation of social enterprises brings 
multiple advantages when it comes to behaviour, attitude and identity, 
for their beneficiaries.  

“[In old times, our note] there was more joy, a larger population, 
traditions used to be preserved better, isn’t it? Now, less traditions, rare 
holidays, but they still wear the popular costume and they still weave. 
What would it be? Yes, you should know that they still... Who wants, 
goes on with the tradition. Those who want. Church does its duty, we do 
ours...” (Săbăoani 2). 

Moreover, based on the projections of the subjects investigated, 
we can identify a series of stages in carrying out the wanted changes at 
the level of the elder people involved in the projects of social 
enterprises that preserve the cultural inheritance and ethnic identity. 

A first stage is that where the elders’ discontentment is 
expressed, against the current norms of role. The discontentment is 
noticed in their descriptions by sanctioning their own behaviour, first of 
all not being involved in the possible projects of social economics.  

“For others to see that somebody keeps it, and the others to do it 
as well. Because you know what has happened since we met in the 
village and said I want to form a group of dances, because this is what I 
said, and I want more things [popular costumes, our note] as well, 
maybe I succeed in having several skirts like that or shirts, what do I 
know... They would give a certain look. But women gave me.”(Săbăoani 
3). 

The second stage is to build a set of gratifying behaviours. The 
gratifications come, first of all, from the promoter of the ideas of setting 
up social enterprises. As they are practised, the behaviours will bring 
changes in the elders’ attitude.  

“As for me, as my heart wants, I hope I can gather them [in the 
association, our note]. I hope so, because your heart remains where we 
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were born, it can be... And thinking about those who left, I think that we 
can make many useful things, both for us and for them.” (Faraoani 2).  

We consider that in this process of gratification it is very 
important for the local authorities to offer to the elders involved 
support and symbolic reward. 

The third necessary stage is to share the beneficial experience by 
the initiators of the social enterprises, the other members of the group. 
An important role in this process can have the group interactions 
through the meeting at the social enterprises.  

“You feel happy, fulfilled because you succeeded in doing 
something, I don’t know, at least I am this way. If I cannot work with 
others, and help the youth earn something out of it as well... These 
objects are priceless. Their value will always increase in time. Why 
don’t young people nowadays think about it anymore?” (Săbăoani 2). 

 
Conclusions 
The elderly are especially vulnerable from the assessment 

perspective they are bearers of collective memory for their 
communities. This collective memory is translated in locally respected 
traditions. This aspect emphasizes the potential and the role of the 
elderly for the preservation of traditions and local specificity.  

Tendencies to preserve local identity are found in members of all 
studied communities and these should be supported.  

So, premises are created for setting up social enterprises and the 
elderly and other categories (as we have seen earlier) support them and 
wish to engage in their development.  

The main benefit for the target group is the expected change of 
behavior, attitude and identity. For the community, the main benefit lies 
in the preservation of traditions and local specificity and in their 
promotion regionally and nationally.  

There is a set of individual and institutional stakeholders getting 
involved in the development of specific projects of social economy for 
this purpose. But, the initiative should be supported by community.  
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