The CNCS-UEFISCDI project entitled A Contemporary Status of Collective
Memory in the Case of Childbirth Customs in Moldova (PN-II-RU-PD-2011-03-
0086) was developed between October 2011 and March 2013 as a continuation of a
Romanian Academy scientific research. The latter consisted in a seven years long
investigation of childbirth beliefs and customs in villages from Moldova and it
comprised its results in the book Obiceiuri de na’tere din Moldova. Tipologie /i
corpus de texte [Chilbirth Customs from Moldova. A Typology and A Texts Corpus],
published in 2012. The CNCS-UEFISCDI project followed the same cultural
information into the cities, since they are populated with many peasants that moved in
some time ago. The purpose of this research was to see how much of the traditional
behaviour survives in the pragmatic environment of towns. Moreover, participant
observation and a 150 questions questionnaire were used to assess the urbanites’
mental perception of superstitions after a couple of decades of urban life.

We interviewed 20 informants of different ages and with various levels of
education. They were mostly women because childbirth beliefs are part of the
feminine occupation of raising children. The second phase of our investigation
consisted in fieldwork: we travelled back to the urbanites’ native villages and asked
the same questions to their family and childhood friends. The comparison revealed a
high level of cultural retention. The explanations for this persistency lie in three socio-
anthropological aspects; first of all, science cannot motivate at all times the upcoming
of events (for example, the reason birth marks appear) and thus people turn to
traditional knowledge in order to gain inner peace. Secondly, the mother and her kin
experience pregnancy and confinement on an augmented affective level. This tension
is clearly reflected by several gestures intended to deflect magical harm. Last, people
try to influence the future positively by acts that induce good health, beauty, good
luck and wealth. Technology, pragmatic thinking and impersonal environments such
as hospitals (where birth is being assisted by law for the last 60 years) did not alter the
folk reactions to life events in the case of the first generation of town inhabitants.

Social change transformed the traditional birth attendant into a mere ritual
mask, this being a fourth type of rural characteristics that appear in Romanian towns.
The midwife is now embodied by a woman who has to take the heathen child to the
church for Christianization and to throw out the ritual bath water the next day. Even
more so, trained midwives continue to receive today the same gift mothers have been
offering for hundreds of years in order to magically clean them: a towel and soap.
Examples of such gifts are given by the medical staff from “Cuza Voda” Maternity
from Iasi and also by all our informants.

The conclusion of the project is mote than obvious. Being populated with the
first generation of urbanites, Romanian towns abound in rural beliefs and gestures. A
second comparison was made with documents from The Folklore Archive of Moldova
and Bucovina, gathered continuously since 1970. This data base allowed us to see the
insignificant loss of superstitions in the last decades, although subjects have been
living in towns. The investigation on childbirth customs exemplifies what we call the
ethnology in the midst of the city and it can easily be extended to any other segment of
traditional culture from Romania or from any other country of the world which passes
through the first phase of urbanization.
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