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“Migrant literature is literature by authors whose work 
does not really belong to a specific national literature, 
or at least they have often been so treated, although 
there are signs of a change in this approach,”1 says 
Mads Rosendahl Thomsen with regards to a variety of 
transnational authors – may them be the post-colonials, 
the political exiles, and the voluntary migrants2 – 
originating from myriad countries and not particularly 
from Romania. Shifting the spotlight of attention to 
Romania, and precisely to postcommunist Romanian 
literature, would require a small, yet consistent 
rephrasing of this statement. Briefly, it can be said that 
when it comes to migrant literature written by Romanian-

born authors, more often than not it does belong to a 
specific national literature. The most recent history of 
Romanian literature acknowledges precisely this reverse 
process. All of the works included in the discussion 
about the literary representation of emigration were 
written in Romanian3 and, with few exceptions, have 
not been translated into other languages. An additional 
observation should be added here, one that addresses 
directly the stakes of this study. Not only that Iovănel 
discusses the literary works on migration in the sub-
chapter entitled “Sociographies” but he structures 
the entire chapter dedicated to the evolution of post-
communist prose according to the genres of realism 
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which he regards from the outset as representations 
of marginality, analyzed through materialist concepts 
and the New Left critical theory.4 However, although 
the critic is able to adequately outline the sociological 
categories at work, his analysis of literary depictions of 
migration within the formal framework of realism is less 
convincing.  

Things become problematic from the perspective 
of literary historiography in general as well, namely in 
what regards the difference between migrant and exile 
literature. While migration in post-2000 Romania is 
dominantly economic and tends to be temporary, as I will 
show in the first section of the article, the communist 
period had encouraged perceiving migration in the 
terms of political exile. Hence, the difference between 
migrant and exile literature can be said to be, first of 
all, temporal. Nonetheless, Carine M. Mardorossian’s 
research in the field pinpoints the fact that the shift 
from one category to the other should be understood 
not as a taxonomic change but rather as a paradigmatic 
one,5 which would allow the simultaneous existence 
of the two categories. According to Mardorossian, the 
difference between the two lies in the fact that whereas 
exile literature builds on the opposition between home 
culture versus host culture, migrant literature makes 
the two levels overlap as dynamic entities: “The shift 
from exile to migrant challenges this binary logic by 
emphasizing movement, rootlessness, and the mixing 
of cultures, races, and languages. The world inhabited 
by the characters is no longer conceptualized as ‘here’ 
and there’.”6 Within migrant literature, home and 
host cultures are interrogated outside any clear-cut 
specificity (i.e., any form of nostalgia or idealization 
is left aside in favor of a more critical representation). 
But there is another important observation made by 
Mardorossian. As the scholar puts it

It is therefore possible to argue that at the same time as 
the movement from ‘exile’ to ‘migrant’ literature has the 
potential to make us examine the assumptions that ground 
our critical practices, its particular reconfiguration of these 
metaphors of displacement also runs the risk of obscuring 
the change from an epoch of revolutionary nationalism and 
militant anticommunism which produced exiles to an epoch 
of capitalist triumphalism which makes various migrant 
experiences possible.7

My paper builds on these typological distinctions in 
order to frame the Romanian works under scrutiny – 
namely, the volume of essays Adio, adio, patria mea, cu 
î din i, cu â din a [Farewell, My Country, with î from 
i, with â from a, 2003]8 by Radu Pavel Gheo and the 
autobiographical novel Avalon. Secretul emigranților 
fericiți [Avalon. The Secret of Happy Emigrants, 2018] 
by Bogdan Suceavă. Both were written in Romanian for 
a Romanian readership by authors who emigrated to 

the United States during the postcommunist transition 
and thereby sought to offer authentic representations 
of emigration. The drive for authenticity embedded 
within these testimonial writings is representative of 
what Adriana Stan calls “post-socialist realism.”9  As 
Stan points out, “in post-communist literary realism, 
anti-capitalism overlapped with radical individualism, 
with the result that the latter weakened the critical edge 
of the former.”10 A part of my analysis will explore this 
insight, in order to show that it is the distinctly individual 
experience of emigration which enables the assertion of 
an anti-capitalist stance, without, however, an overall 
consistent critique of capitalism as well.11 Yet, there are 
two pronounced differences in that respect between 
the two works, as I intend to show in the second, third 
and fourth sections of my paper. First, I point out that 
the persistence of a binary logic between here and 
there inscribes Suceavă’s novel in the paradigm of exile 
literature, while Gheo’s volume more obvious concern 
with blurring the boundaries between the two locations 
makes it a typical illustration of migrant literature. 
Secondly, this paradigmatic difference plays out at the 
level of critical representation which translates into an 
implicit critique of North American capitalism and its 
labor market. A close reading of the works discussed will 
reveal that this criticism targets the cultural differences 
between the US and Romania. However, if Suceavă’s 
novel shows an apprehension of cultural differences 
that only rarely hides a possible critique of capitalism, 
Gheo’s volume develops an underlying, recurrent, 
although possibly involuntary, critique of capitalism. 
My argument is that any trace of a critique of North 
American capitalism and its labor market is closely 
linked to the type of social mobility experienced by the 
emigrant depicted in the respective work.  

The Invisible Other: Postcommunist Emigration 
to the US

Sociological studies on migration identify multiple 
migration flows and a variety of receiving countries 
throughout Europe after the end of communism. 
One broader demarcation line in this respect is the 
EU enlargement. As far as Romania is concerned, the 
country witnessed slow emigration flows throughout the 
first post-communist decade. It was the elimination of 
visas in 200212 and Romania’s integration into the EU in 
2007 which turned emigration into a mass phenomenon. 
As Sabina Stan and Roland Erne argue in their study 
on Romanian migration, “its intensification took place 
not during the 1990s, when Romania passed through a 
serious economic recession, but only after 2000, when 
the country entered a phase of economic growth.”13

In what regards the first postcommunist decade, 
this period witnessed several types of migration, 
among which the migration of the ethnic population to 
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Germany, Hungary, and Israel, exploratory migration 
to Israel, Turkey, Hungary, and Italy, and the so-called 
“brain drain” to North America and Western Europe, 
which was a direct outcome of the internationalization 
of the educational system.14 A large part of the Romanian 
migrants who moved to the West was young and 
educated. Not only that many of them already had at least 
a bachelor’s degree,15 but the number of those who got a 
doctorate in the USA increased significantly: from 20 in 
1980-1989 to 355 in 1990-1999.16

Not so much discussed were, however, the alternative 
routes of migration to the USA, through sponsorships 
and the visa lottery. Following the fall of the communist 
regime and the opening of borders, many Romanians 
who left the country either to Western Europe or the 
USA were sponsored by those who had managed to flee 
the country during communism. Others emigrated 
through the Diversity Immigrant Visa, known as the visa 
lottery. The program was established by the Immigration 
Act of 1990 and was aimed to make available 55,000 
immigrant visas annually to a list of countries deemed 
as “underrepresented” among the immigrant population 
in the USA. The only two requirements for the lottery 
applicants were to be born in an eligible country 
and to have secondary education or qualifying work 
experience. One of the remarks made by Anna O. Law in 
her article on the Diversity Visa Program is noteworthy. 
Following the observation that “Perhaps one of the 
strangest footnotes to the diversity lottery odyssey is that 
the lottery unintentionally came to benefit many more 
nationalities than its original target beneficiaries,”17 
she adds that in 1998 “the top diversity visa receiving 
countries were: Albania, Nigeria, Bulgaria, Bangladesh 
and Romania.”18 Law’s observation is based on the 
statistical data presented in the Statistical Yearbook of 
the Immigration and Naturalization Services. In the same 
document, but for the year 2001, it can be read that out 
of the 6649 immigrants from Romania, 1953 immigrated 
through the Diversity Program.19 

When it comes to literary studies, the heterogeneity 
of emigration to the US is even less visible and less 
discussed. It is not that literary works that tackle the issue 
of emigration to North America were not published,20 but 
rather that the academic spotlight has been put on the 
economic migration within the European Union.21 In this 
context, the insistence on ‘brain drain’ as representative 
for this route of migration at the expense of other 
forms of mobility runs the risk of uniformizing – and 
romanticizing – the emigration to North America. In her 
remarkable book on the literary and cinematographic 
representations of East European women’s migration, 
Anca Parvulescu draws a line of comparison that 
reminds us of the inequities that shape the labor market 
on both sides of the Atlantic. According to Parvulescu, 
EU labor policies result in a form of Americanization, 
by which she refers to the emergence of “a Europe in 

which racial, ethnic, and citizenship stratifications are 
mapped onto occupational stratifications.”22 This kind of 
occupational stratification can be noticed in Gheo’s case, 
whose experience of emigration contrasts significantly 
with that of the autobiographical narrator in Avalon. 

(Un)Happy Emigrants: Exile versus Migrant Literature

Both volumes, Gheo’s Farewell, My Country (2003) and 
Suceavă’s Avalon (2018), offer in-depth representations 
of the writers’ experiences of emigration. The reasons 
that drove them to leave their country are explained 
from the beginning: “I will pursue a PhD in Michigan. 
I go there because in Michigan there is one of the 
most important specialists in the world in the field of 
mathematics that I study,”23 writes Suceavă, adding 
later on that “there are things that one can do only in 
an American university.”24 Simply put, what can be 
noticed based on this statement is that there is a solid 
argument that justifies the writer’s decision to emigrate 
to the US in 1996. In addition, there are other – political, 
not professional – reasons that determine him to leave 
Romania, initially for a limited period, but eventually 
choosing to stay abroad. Among these reasons, he cites 
the 1990s’ mineriads25 and the press campaign led against 
his father. Not the same thing can be said about Gheo 
in terms of professional decision. The opening lines of 
his essay showcase the confusion with which the writer 
had struggled before moving to the States, in 2001, 
with his wife: “Everything begun with an envelope sent 
randomly at the Visa Lottery, part of curiosity, part of 
exasperation, part of the impulse of every person who 
lived their adolescence under the sign of the American 
mirage.”26 Another significant observation that can be 
drawn based on this comparison regards the choice of 
the host country. A form of idealization comes across in 
both cases, concerning the American educational system 
and the US in general as well. Yet, their actual living in 
the United States will reveal a gradual change in the 
attitudes of the two emigrants.

The autobiographical novel Avalon displays a clear 
distinction made by the narrator between the home and 
the host culture. Throughout the narrative, an alternative 
romanticization of both the home and the host culture 
is played out, which is conveyed at the textual level by 
the recurrent use of “here” and “there”. The protagonist 
still nurtures the firm belief, even after moving to East 
Lansing, that he would eventually return to Romania: “I 
love Bucharest too much. I will move back. For me, home 
is somewhere else.”27 It is this anticipated return that 
might distinguish Suceavă’s novel from the typology of 
exile literature. In this case, and precisely at this stage 
of emigration, the narrator’s particular experience 
seems far from Edward Said’s famous view on exile. 
For the Romanian-born academic emigrant, the exile 
is not “the unhealable rift force [my emphasis] between 
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a human being and a native place, between the self and 
its true home,”28 precisely because the return is not only 
imaginable but voluntarily planned. Nonetheless, as 
Mardorossian also pointed out in her analysis, the binary 
logic is unfixed, in the sense that both romanticization 
and alienation may define either the country of origin 
or the country of adoption.29 Further building on this 
insight, I consider that the continuous interplay between 
home and host culture defines the mutable dynamics of 
migration. More exactly, whereas at the beginning of 
the novel, the narrator states repeatedly his desire to 
return, the rest of the narrative underscores the gradual 
replacement of one home with another: “Home was there. 
Here is something else. A temporary residence. When, 
in the meantime, has this place become home?”30 The 
answer is to be found a few pages later when the reader 
is told that the birth of the protagonist’s son represents 
the moment when the country of adoption became the 
narrator’s new home. One should not forget, however, 
that, despite its processual nature, the experience of 
migration depicted in this novel does not authorize the 
blurring of the boundaries between the country of origin 
and the country of adoption. Regardless of which place 
turns out to be the “alienating there”, one thing is for 
sure: a strict opposition is maintained between home 
and host country. Home is either here or there, there is 
no in-between.  

Gheo’s volume of essays draws a picture that is 
different from Avalon. This time, the dynamics of 
migration involves a different form of negotiating the (un)
belonging: from feeling uneasy both in Romania and the 
United States to choosing the country of origin as home. 
As I will argue in the next section, Gheo’s dissatisfaction 
with the host country is fueled by the downward social 
mobility he experiences here. For now, I will focus on 
how the volume challenges the conventional assumption 
that “many migrants and diasporics associate home not 
with a particular geographic location but … with the 
experience of being perpetually between cultures.”31 
Instead of emphasizing the in-betweenness, the author 
does the opposite and describes a double non-belonging. 
The precarious life he had experienced during the first 
postcommunist decade makes him contend that “we 
leave willingly although we are actually obliged to do so.”32 
Moreover, after several months spent in Washington, he 
finds himself depicting the daily life in the US in a similar 
vein: “Sometimes, when describing America in darker 
colors, I had the feeling… no, not that I was exaggerating, 
but that I couldn’t spot the specific difference, the bigger 
picture that makes the USA simultaneously the dream 
of millions of potential emigrants and the dull, grueling 
country that I’d discovered.”33 

Unlike the emigrant in Avalon, the two winners of the 
Visa Lottery do not plan to return, neither before nor 
upon arrival. Their decision to move back to Romania 
results from their disillusionment with the American 

Dream. Noteworthy here is that the American Dream 
is not the promise of rapid upward social mobility, 
but rather it carries a nostalgic meaning, related to 
the promise envisioned by the younger generations 
during communism,34 who longed for the American 
Dream by means of pop culture and consumer goods. 
Paradoxically, it is this very consumerist society, once 
over-praised, that becomes the object of the critique 
made by the postcommunist emigrant, as the last 
section will show. Coming back to the return, it can be 
argued that it is the precarious life that determines the 
couple to move to Romania. Even though it was avoided 
throughout the volume, the question of belonging is 
addressed directly at the end: “There is for each of us 
a place that we call ‘home’, which is closely linked to the 
brightest memories of our existence, which we cannot 
give up unless we alienate ourselves.”35 And for them, 
this place is the city of Timișoara. Even so, I consider 
that the enduring feelings of nonbelonging are enough 
proof to support the premise that what we are dealing 
with is migrant, not exile literature.      

Moving Up the Ladder: Academic Migrants 
and Upward Mobility 

Undoubtedly, the reference to “happy emigrants” in 
Suceavă’s novel is ironic, considering that the academic 
emigrants36 are usually anything but happy. However, 
equally true is that the Romanian novel has a happy 
ending. The academic migrant not only successfully 
defended his doctoral thesis but, after a sinuous path 
through the academic job market, managed to get a 
tenured position at an American university. To put it 
differently, from being a PhD candidate, the emigrant 
becomes a professor, which confirms the scenario of 
upward mobility that illustrates the trajectory of other 
high-skilled emigrants. The documentary character of 
the novel lies, among other things, in bringing to the 
fore the large number of high-skilled Romanians who 
emigrated to the United States to pursue a PhD in hard 
sciences (to which can be added those in soft sciences, 
which are not mentioned in the novel). In 1996, writes 
Suceavă, 

many of my friends and former colleagues were enrolled in 
doctoral programs in the United States. Liliana Florea has 
been at Penn State since the fall of 1995, Alina Sorescu at 
the University of Houston, and Cătălin Zara at MIT. Mihaela 
Vâjiac and Ionuț Vâjiac have been at Boston since 1994. 
Cezar Joița ... has been at SUNNY at Buffalo, and Aurel Stan 
has been at Louisiana State University. At Michigan State 
University only, there were at some point over 40 doctoral 
students of Romanian origins, in the fields of mathematics, 
computer science, physics, or chemistry. Although many of 
my friends stayed in the country, a large part of Romania 
has moved over the Atlantic.37



5

Although they might be perceived from the outside as 
“the lucky ones”, these migrant doctoral students face 
several problems during their studies, some of which 
resemble those met by the low-skilled migrants: language 
barriers, precarity, difficulties in getting recognition for 
credentials obtained in the home country, and the overall 
troubled adaptation to a different academic system.38 
However, what distinguishes this category from low-
skilled migrants is that doctoral researchers do have the 
possibility of upward mobility in the foreseeable future. 
By the end of their academic stage, they are supposed 
to acquire the educational credentials required to enter 
the academic job market on an equal footing with the 
natives. 

But if the promise of upward mobility might seem 
approachable through efforts done throughout the 
doctoral years – overwork, improving language skills, 
taking extra classes, etc. – applying for actual jobs marks 
a shift from a cultural assessment of the differences 
between the Romanian and American academic system, 
to a subtle critique of capitalism. At the academic 
job fair, the applicants talk to each other about the 
difficulties encountered in finding an academic position 
and the inequities that shape the labor market: “You 
know what I think it’s more difficult? To move from 
really doing mathematics to selling it. It is a huge 
difference between the mathematical investigation – 
authentic and solitary – and the market over here,”39 or 
“They ask you to come to the interview to validate their 
statistics. Some universities have requirements that a 
given percentage of the interviewees needs to have an 
international background or a given percentage of them 
to be women.”40 While some of the critiques are endorsed 
by the characters, others, such as the latter, are very 
soon dismantled; they are perceived as an exaggeration 
generated by the frustration felt by the applicants whose 
struggle to find a job does not seem to come to an end 
very soon. 

Interestingly enough, the most consistent critique 
regards a third country: Canada. The conversation 
between the protagonist and an immigration officer 
sheds light on the inequities that shape the Canadian 
job market, wherein the migrants, regardless of their 
educational background, are assigned low-skilled jobs. 
What changes in this particular context is not the system 
but the position of the protagonist in that particular 
system. Instead of an academic who might anytime apply 
for tenure-track positions, he is perceived as a migrant. 
And sociological studies have shown that upon arrival in 
the host country, high-skilled migrants move down the 
occupational ladder,41 as the analysis of Gheo’s volume 
will illustrate. 

Thus, it can be said that any cautious – and rather 
involuntary – critique of North American capitalism and 
its labor market arises only when there is an actual risk 
of the immigrant downgrading his/her occupation and, 

hence, replacing upward with downward social mobility. 
The persistence of the opposition between ‘home’ and 
‘host country’ sets further boundaries at the ideological 
level. More precisely, the narrator in Avalon finds that 
the political instability in Romania permeates his 
home sphere (i.e., affects directly his family), while his 
swift adaptation to the host country prevents him from 
reconsidering the possibility of returning and makes 
him establish a clear preference towards the US.

From High to Low Skilled: Economic Migrants
and Downward Mobility 

Although Gheo’s multiple jobs in post-1989 Romania – 
as editor, translator, professor, etc. – were underpaid,42 
they, at least, required high skills, which offered him 
some sort of comfort. Things changed drastically once he 
and his wife moved to the USA. This relocation meant a 
move down the occupational ladder. From highly skilled 
in their home country, Gheo and his wife were consigned 
to menial jobs as American immigrants, such as cashiers 
at convenience stores or fast foods. The following 
paragraph displays more than just a mere description of 
a working day in the American labor market:

One thing is for sure: we will move back [to Romania] in 
a year and a half, tops. More exactly, I am a cashier at a 
convenience store, the equivalent of our universal stores 
and as big as ours. I earn 7,50$ per hour, I don’t sit down 
for a second or without doing anything. If there are no 
customers, I arrange the shelves, clean, or find – because I 
have to find – something to do. My English is pretty good, but 
sometimes I stumble when I want to formulate longer and 
more complicated messages. Gheo has two jobs. The first 
one is at some sort of a sophisticated grocery store (organic 
products, good, European wines, and the like), which is 
called Trader Joe’s. It’s the best-paid job in our household: 
8,50$ per hour. It is performed from 6 am to 2 pm. In the 
afternoon he goes to the Barnes & Noble bookstore, where 
he works in receiving. He scans the received books and puts 
them on the shelves. Poorly paid (6,75$ per hour), but he 
doesn’t have to work with the spoiled and rude American 
customer; he works with books.43  

First, this paragraph emphasizes the downward mobility 
along with the obstacles encountered by emigrants, such 
as the language barrier. Second, it presents the way in 
which the two emigrants cope with the occupational 
downgrade, by developing the comforting thought of 
returning to their country of origin.44 Third, it offers a 
glimpse of the recurrent critique of the American culture, 
and, by extension, of capitalism. The work ethic, already 
visible in this paragraph, is battered; and so are the 
costumer, who is “spoiled and rude,” and consumerism. 
In short, it can be said that “the critical eye which 
dismantled Romania, now dismantles America.”45 The 
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question that remains to be answered is what and how 
is dismantled. 

The volume suggests by the same token an 
interpretation of the differences between Romania and 
the USA in cultural terms46 and a deliberate avoidance 
of an explicit critique of capitalism. One of the first 
“letters” already states that the United States is “a 
different culture.”47 At the same time, the critique of 
capitalism cannot take full shape because it is impeded 
upon by the writer’s anti-communist feelings: “As a 
Romanian, I can’t help but think how much nostalgia for 
the communist dictatorship still lives in the consumer 
capitalism,”48 writes Gheo at some point, adding later 
on that “America is neither the paradise dreamed by 
the East European from behind the Iron Curtain nor 
the inferno of rotten capitalism.”49 It is, thus, these anti-
communist beliefs – and not the lack of any ideological 
substratum, as stated at the beginning of the volume50 – 
that overpower the critique of capitalism and bring forth 
instead the analysis of cultural differences. Despite its 
declaration of de-ideologization, the volume offers yet 
another example of what Baghiu and Olaru call “anti-
capitalist anti-communism.”51 In the context in which 
the shortcomings of Romania’s transition to a neoliberal 
market were understood as deriving solely from 
communism, any consistent critique of capitalism per 
se was faulted from the outset. To that extent, migrants 
facing precarity in foreign capitalist labor markets 
– a writer in this case – could not comprehend their 
downward mobility as a systemic outcome of capitalism 
itself. This constant avoidance of tackling directly 
capitalism can and should also be related to the “radical 
individualism”52 of the Romanian post-socialist realism. 
Gheo’s volume of essays or “letters” – which confirm 
the testimonial nature of the text – is written using the 
first-person and hence offers a subjective account of 
emigration to the US, a fact that overshadows by default 
emigration as a macro phenomenon.

Each of “the letters” focuses on a specific aspect of 
the American lifestyle and culture, from cars, whose 
necessity is determined by the large distances between 
places and by the absence of a highly efficient system of 
public transportation, to American food, the embracing 
of linguistic heterogeneity, multiculturalism, and 
political correctness. The writer’s critical eye, extremely 
well trained to spot every detail, tries to record all these 
differences in an objective manner. The Romanian 
reader, to whom the volume is addressed, is able to 
grasp the wider context beyond the clichés and ready-
made images of American society. However, some (if not 
most) of these apparently de-ideologized descriptions 
hide a rather involuntary critique of capitalism and its 
labor market. For instance, the “letter” which tells of 
protein bars contains a remark that implicitly shifts the 
focus from the product itself to the alienating force of 
capitalism. A hundred pages later, a similar reference 

to alienation is made: “If the communist system proved 
to be a failure at every level, the American communism, 
which excels at the economic level – I believe – is a failure 
at the human level”.53 What stands between the two is 
the political stance of the writer, which downplays any 
critique of capitalism by comparing it with communism 
and by placing the latter in a darker light.   

Yet, other descriptions reveal a rather explicit 
critique not so much of capitalism as of consumerism. 
In the USA, which the writer once refers to as “the 
country where the business is raised at the rank of 
life principle,”54 everything can be commodified. The 
language employed by the writer is indicative that the 
critique may be intentional: “Everywhere you can go 
and relax means spending money – and, no matter how 
incredible it seemed to me before, you really spend it, 
because here all the methods to attract the customer and 
sell goods were exploited.”55 But it is the same language 
that hides the very object of the critique: “I admit that 
now I understand better, on my own, what a world [my 
emphasis] focused on profitability means, in which the 
ideal is that every gesture made during the working 
hours brings an extra penny (i.e. it is efficient).”56 It is 
this world – the people and/ or the country – and not 
the overarching system that is de-romanticized. Coming 
back to one of the observations made in the second 
section, it can even be argued that what is at stake here 
is the disillusionment with the American Dream.

It has been acknowledged that highly skilled migrants 
are prone to downward mobility and that the downgrade 
is most visible at the level of occupational status. What 
I tried to argue is that it is precisely the downward 
mobility which might generate a critique of American 
consumerism and of the capitalist labor market. As my 
analysis of Gheo’s volume has shown, an explicit critique 
of capitalism is constantly undermined through the 
writer’s interventions, who tries to offer a de-ideologized 
perspective and thus translates the systemic differences 
into cultural ones and presents them as such.

Conclusions

Gheo’s Farewell, My Country (2003) and Suceavă’s 
Avalon (2018) manage to simultaneously reconfirm 
and challenge the state of the art regarding the 
postcommunist Romanian emigration and its literary 
representations. On the one hand, they prove that, from 
a taxonomic point of view, the literary representation 
of postcommunist Romanian emigration falls to a large 
extent within the category of Romanian literature. To 
put it differently, they strengthen the possibility of 
understanding the literary texts written by Romanian-
born authors as Romanian literature about migration. 
This is, in my view, one of the main dissimilarities 
between migrant or exile writers during communism 
and postcommunism: the number of authors who fled 
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the country during communism and started writing in 
the language of the host country is higher than of those 
who migrated after 1989 and changed their language 
as well. On the other hand, the comparative analysis 
of the two volumes emphasizes the heterogeneity of 
migration routes to the US and by doing so, it challenges 
the common association of North-American migration 
with ‘brain drain.’ This heterogeneity, in turn, can 
be exploited to distinguish, following Mardorossian’s 
observation, exile from migrant literature. However, 
while Mardorossian focuses primarily on the persistence 
or blurring of the boundaries between home and host 
countries as emblematic of the paradigmatic shift 
from exile to migrant literature, I tried to argue that it 
is within this distinction that an underlying critique of 
North American capitalism and its labor market can be 
identified.

The gradual shift from belonging ‘here’ to belonging 
‘there’ in Avalon is conditioned by upward social 
mobility. Moreover, achieving socio-economic stability 
in the host country hinders the emergence of any 
critique of capitalism. As I tried to show, any form of 
dissatisfaction can be identified only when there is a 

risk of replacing upward with downward social mobility. 
Another example is offered by Gheo’s volume. In this 
case, the shift from double non-belonging to eventually 
choosing the home country can be perceived as the 
result of downward mobility. Both decisions to move 
from one country to the other (i.e., from Romania to the 
US and then back to Romania) are conditioned by the 
narrators’ socio-economic status. Precarity in the home 
country is replaced with occupational downgrade in 
the host country, a replacement that at the textual level 
ends up revealing an underlying critique of capitalism 
and its labor market. Yet, this critique results from a 
timid translation of systemic differences into cultural 
ones. Shortly, what both volumes reveal is that (1) the 
critique of capitalism is not at stake for these Romanian 
immigrants, but comes across as a rather involuntary 
result and (2) the articulation of even the slightest form 
of critique is closely linked to downward social mobility. 
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