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Abstract:  

Spatial injustice understood as "the spatial dimension of social injustice" is "caused by the power 

relations and procedures that enable the domination and oppression of certain groups of people, 

and by the way that space itself is constructed and used", and it is about an unfair "distribution in 

space of socially valued resources and the opportunities to use them" (Ali Madanipour, Mark 

Shucksmith, Hilary Talbot, Jenny Crawford: Conceptual Framework for the ReLocal Project, 

2017). The paper proposes the politicization of the concept of spatial injustice in the direction of 

conceiving it as a manifestation of uneven development that stays at the core of capitalism. It 

addresses the formation of an informal and systematically underdeveloped housing area in Cluj-

Napoca, Romania that illustrates how capitalist development works by transforming the urban 

space into commodity that - on the one hand - serves capital accumulation and - on the other hand 

- intensifies the dispossession of labor. Marginal and destitute housing areas formed as a result of 

these processes are the low-cost locations where the exploited and expropriated cheap labor force 

is reproduced. Therefore, the interconnectedness of marginal spaces with racialized labor has a 

productive role in the formation of capitalism in Romania. One may observe that in the due 

process, both segregation and desegregation practices and discourses are contributing to the 

racialization of impoverished ethnic Roma and are intermingled with the (re)production of class 

inequalities. 
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EXTENDED SUMMARY OF THE PAPER 

 

Introduction  

My paper considers the (de)segregation case from Cluj-Napoca, Romania (far from being singular 

in the country) as a case of racialized spatial injustice, at its turn produced by uneven development 

being an endemic feature of capitalism or a manifestation of accumulation by dispossession.   

 

 

 

 

   

Due to how its approach towards research practice is defined, or methodologically speaking, my 

inquiry is shaped by the extended case study method (Burawoy, 2009).  

In what regards the theoretical frame that enables me to explain the selected case as a case of 

something larger, it is the theory of uneven development (Smith 1984, Harvey 2006), which I am 

adapting to the particular spatio-temporal context of post-socialist Romania. In this theory, the 

concept of uneven development "refers not simply to the geography of capitalism but also to 

uneven rates of growth between different sectors of the capitalist economy" (Smith 2008). The 

inequalities produced at different scales (globally, nationally, locally) and in myriad matters are 

resulting from the (unregulated) flow of capital towards spaces where it may create profit, but also 

from the processes of exploitation, both of them acting as source for capital accumulation that 

leads to the dispossession of the working class. Viewed in the context of several contemporary 

Romanian cities, these processes are reflected in the formation of systematically underdeveloped 

housing areas harshly separated from the rest of the urban space, which are marked at their turn by 

the real estate developments of the day. These geographically marginalized areas, usually placed 

in polluted environments (former industrial zones, landfills, wastewater treatment plants, etc.) and 

disconnected from the rest of the locality (due to physical distance, lack of public transport, 

dangerous boundaries like the railway) are used as semi-formal residential spaces by people 
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dispossessed of secure jobs and of financial resources to provide a home from the market. On the 

other hand, these territories are also used by the local authorities administering “urban 

regeneration” programs and displace people from their homes by evictions, most importantly from 

centrally placed territories whose real estate value grows, and relocates them to the 

underdeveloped peripheries of the cities. As a result, marginal and destitute housing areas are 

formed and maintained as the low-cost locations where the exploited and expropriated cheap 

labour force (Fraser 2016) is reproduced, where the state does not make any investments for 

improvement and where there is no private interest either to invest because of the lack of its profit-

making potential.  The reproduction of the cheap labor force looking for a cheap housing where it 

might reproduce itself, is part of the process by which these deprived spaces and destitute people 

are incorporated into the system in an adverse manner.  

In addition, I am observing that the economic processes of deprivation are justified by the 

naturalization of the association of “particular people” with these “particular places”. In the due 

process these “particular people” are constituted as people deserving to be poor, people who do 

not like to work, who cannot cope with the entrepreneurial norms of current society, and who do 

not deserve social protection (being a burden on the state and/or on the mainstream society). Even 

more, the imaginary of the cities that nurture the desire to become engines of development, 

excludes people living on the margins from the category of citizens, or even from the category of 

human (placing them into a realm of sub-humans, comparing them to animals or to trash). The 

process of de-humanizing the poor culminates with the racialization of the de-humanized: they are 

transformed into a category embodying inferiority and primitivism and labelled as “Gypsies”. This 

is how the racialization of Roma ethnicity takes place, while it is interlinked with the racialization 

of poor people and of destitute spaces of living.  

Furthermore, in what regards the theoretical frame of my analysis, I am also referring to the 

understanding of spatial injustice promoted by an ongoing research entitled “RELOCAL - 

Resituating the local in cohesion and territorial development”,1 according to which spatial injustice 

is "the spatial dimension of social injustice". This concept sustains that spatial injustice is "caused 

                                                        
1 This EU Horizon 2020 research project is coordinated by the University of Eastern Finland and it runs, 
among others, through 33 case studies conducted across 11 countries, including Romania. 
https://relocal.eu/case-studies/ 
  

https://relocal.eu/case-studies/
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by the power relations and procedures that enable the domination and oppression of certain groups 

of people, and by the way how space itself is constructed and used". Moreover, it affirms that 

spatial injustice is about an unfair "distribution in space of socially valued resources and the 

opportunities to use them" (Ali Madanipour, Mark Shucksmith, Hilary Talbot, Jenny 

Crawford: Conceptual Framework for the ReLocal Project, 2017). My contribution to this 

analytical frame consists in the effort to politicize the concept of spatial injustice, addressing it as 

a product of uneven development shaped by the interests of capital (or by the process of 

accumulation by dispossession) both in the field of labor and housing.  

 

(De)segregation and racialization of marginal spaces and its inhabitants – the Cluj case  

The long-duré history of segregation 

The inhabitants of the Pata Rât (or landfill) area from Cluj-Napoca are grouped in four distinctive 

zones: the Garbage Dump, Dallas or old Pata Rât, Cantonului street, respectively Colina Verde or 

new Pata Rât. These socio-spatial configurations are different in terms of their histories, grade of 

disconnectedness from the city, group dynamics, cohesion and modes of self-organizing, chains 

of exploitation, attention paid to them by local authorities, degree and complexity of exclusion, or 

scarcity of material resources (housing conditions, water, electricity, and heating). Out of the total 

inhabitants, circa 42% were relocated to this site by the end of the 1990s by local authorities on 

individual base, or in smaller groups of families, or collectively in bigger groups; the rest settled 

on this site “voluntarily” much earlier, at the beginning of the 1970s, constrained by economic 

conditions, or by looking for cheap housing and resources of living. About half of the residents 

constructed their improvised homes by their own or bought their barrack from other families (by 

informal acts of buying and selling), approximately a quarter of them were provided wooden or 

plastic container houses by charity organizations, while the late-comers (evicted in 2010 from the 

city) were moved into modular houses built by local authorities. This history, presented here in a 

nutshell (but elaborated in more details elsewhere, Vincze 2013), is a process of “long 

dispossession” (Kasmir and Carbonella, 2014). The examples from below constitute the case that 

I am analyzing. Together, they display different manifestations of racialized spatial injustice as it 

is produced both by uneven territorial development in the city (the expulsion of the pauperized 

working class Roma from its gentrified parts, towards its underdeveloped peripheries) and by how 
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the latter continue living there due to the fact that these are the spaces where they are able to 

reproduce their cheaply paid labor force.    

(1) People looking for sources of income and cheap living conditions were allowed to settle down 

right near the landfill (rampă) starting with the end of 1960s and to carry on informal labor (waste 

selection) on the landfill as this met the interests of waste industry actors. People were transformed 

into an exploited labor force by sanitation companies collecting unselectively the trash across the 

city, by selected waste (scrap iron, pet, paper) collection firms, and by the informal pretty 

entrepreneurs of the place (who secured their living from this activity). Totally dispossessed of 

housing and labor-related rights and of human dignity, and due to their dependency on this 

informal settlement, their labor force functions as a source for capital accumulation for the 

entrepreneurs of waste industry. The latter do not have to provide anything in exchange, people’s 

precariousness (and lack of alternatives) is the very source of their capital accumulation. This 

precarious labor (unsecure, unprotected, life and health threatening, and underpaid), involves no 

costs for those who exploit it, likewise the substandard housing conditions in this unsecure and 

informal settlement does not involve any public or private investment on the side of institutions. 

(2) The colony named Dallas grown into an informal settlement since the end of the 1960s when 

the first five-six families settled on the site of the oldest garbage dump of the city. Later on, this 

was moved ahead with about one kilometer, while the former wasteland was covered by soil, and 

improvised barracks and shelters started to be constructed. Since 1990, foreign charity and 

religious non-governmental organizations (from Austria and from The Netherlands) provided the 

ecologization of the terrain, water pump, and better-shaped barracks, food and medicines. 

Nowadays, one of them (the Dutch Pro Roma Foundation) bought the terrain and started to re-

construct “Dallas as a private Roma neighborhood that people might be proud of”. Circa 320 

persons are living here in 70 barracks, including old and new, out of whom 18% declared that they 

were born here, and 10% that they lived in Dallas before 1990. A community center running 

preschool educational activities is providing care for children. A patron-client-like financial and 

social dependence mingles the community together, while there is a fine line between security and 

support provided by the charity organization and between exploitation directly administered by 

grassroots pretty entrepreneurs, former workers of the garbage dump. Usury and informal 

commercialization of electricity completes the complex picture of control and discipline, while 

people experience a strong dependence on the place that offers housing for free and labor 
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opportunity, but also a sense of belonging, even if marked by everyday suffering and humiliation. 

The reliance of men, women and children on the landfill is tough, because, with the exception of 

few children attending school, they are totally disconnected from the city and from the society, 

without the capacity to even imagine any alternatives. 

(3) Starting with the end of the 1990s, the mayors’ office has relocated to Pata Rât area (more 

precisely to Cantonului street) – one by one or in small groups – families evicted from other parts 

of the town (Byron street, NATO block of Gheorgheni, Hangman’s House, Cipariu Square, the 

basements of blocks in Mănăștur, former working class neighborhoods, etc.) by administrative 

measures. With the approval of authorities, circa 50 wooden houses and plastic container houses 

were provided by foreign charity, religious organizations in 2004 and 2005. Today, more than 170 

families live on Cantonului street. Besides those settled here by authorities, over half of the 

families established there informally and “voluntarily”, some of them from outside of Cluj, many 

through various underground economic networks. Others, simply, are the now grown up children 

of the former evictees, who made their own barracks when separated from their parents. The 

population in Cantonului colony is very heterogeneous: it is grouped and fragmented according to 

nuclear or extended families and kinship ties, while the latter are not providing real support and 

does not result necessarily in cooperation; it is characterized by tensioned, even violent relations 

of cyclical mutual contestation; it knows a high level of mistrust regarding any kind of internal or 

external organization susceptible of intervening in the inner order; it is marked by relations of 

financial dependence related to usury, prostitution, and informal commerce with electricity; it 

produces a deep sense of insecurity and danger, but also fear of moving out due to lack of 

resources. People from Cantonului street express ambiguous practices and senses of belonging and 

of not belonging to the place at the same time: children and adults are partially connected to the 

city through labor and schooling, but since they live there for almost twenty years, willingly or 

not, they accommodated to the challenges of the place. 

(4) “Colina Verde” (Green Hill – as authorities cynically named the place) is at about 800 meters 

from the landfill and 200 meters from a former chemical/ pharmaceutical waste deposit. The 

inhabitants of the ten modular houses built by the mayoralty in 2010, nurture a strong sense of 

non-belonging to the area marked by the landfill. Out of the 76, mostly Roma families (whom all 

were demolished and relocated with a single action in December 2010), 40 were offered alternative 

housing through a procedure that is not at all the usual practice of distributing public housing in 
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modules that offer living conditions far below the acceptable standards (one room of 16 or 18 

square meters given for one family with up to even 12 members, sharing one bathroom of 6 square 

meters). The rest of the families were informally given small pieces of nearby land with the cynical 

invitation to build their houses as they usually do, i.e. illegally. The way in which local authorities 

made a distinction between them (between those with contracts, the legal ones, and those without 

contracts, the illegal ones), even if this recreated the community’s former status, potentially 

included the risk to disjoin it in its new location, however, people fostered their sense of solidarity 

due to their collective eviction and as well as due to shared attitudes by which they delimited 

themselves from the older residents of Pata Rât (those who “were always illegal”, those who “work 

on the landfill”, those “who never did anything else”, or those “who does not know what it means 

belonging to the society”). 

The “moment” of desegregation  

In 2017, due to a Norwegian Grants funded project of 4 million euros, 35 families were 

moved out from Pata Rât into apartments outside of the area: about two thirds of them 

outside the city of Cluj-Napoca in the nearby villages (part of Cluj Metropolitan Area), 

and the rest in apartments from blocks of flats scattered across in Cluj-Napoca.  

In this way, the “community” or the network of extended families that lived together in the 

same space in the past 40-50 years (on Coastei street and, since 2010, in Pata Rât) started 

to fall apart into individual families, and even more, it seems losing its self-organizing 

potential. 

Even if this was not explicitly stated by the project management, the de facto effect of this 

policy could be the reinforcement of the conviction that the problem with segregation in 

Pata Rât was that there were too many Roma living in the same area, and the solution to 

this condition would be to integrate them one by one into the majority population, which 

needs to accept and tolerate them in its proximity. This concept, imposed from outside, 

was very much internalized by the Roma themselves, as reflected in the following 

statement: "we have to escape from one another in order to become civilized, or to give 

our children the possibility to learn something different and not only bad things that they 

learn if they are in one others proximity". This ideology and practice resembles the 

“desegregation” actions conducted in the city in the 1960s, when the authorities decided 
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to erase an old Roma colony called Bufnița, and eventually relocated the families one-by-

one into blocks of flats. If during those times this process was informed by a political 

economy that transformed people into workers, nowadays is part of the “social inclusion” 

policies and of civilizational discourses and practices.  

One should critically address these practices by re-emphasizing the following:  

• the marginal residential spaces are containers of pauperization and precariousness and 

not of the so-called "Gypsyhood";  

• poverty and precarity are not the products of the marginal space in itself, but of political 

economy at large;  

• ”Gypsyhood” is falsely considered as a cause of poverty exactly due to racialization of 

poverty, Roma ethnicity and spaces where impoverished Roma live.  

 

Conclusion 

My analysis of (de)segregation as a case of racialized spatial justice at its turn produced by uneven 

development, went behind the observation that unevenness is reproduced and manifested through 

space, towards explaining why is uneven spatial development emerging from how capitalism 

works.  

In this paper I politicized the concept of spatial injustice through addressing it as a product of 

uneven development shaped by the interests of capital (or by the process of accumulation by 

dispossession). But I followed this aim also via demonstrating how destitute spaces and pauperized 

classes are racialized and how are they integrated, in this form, into the capitalist political 

economy.  

As I also did elsewhere (Vincze 2015a, 2015b, 2018), I may conclude that the interconnectedness 

of marginal spaces with racialized labor has a productive role in the formation of capitalism in 

Romania, because the marginal and destitute housing areas formed as a result of these processes 

are the low-cost locations where the exploited and expropriated cheap labor force (Fraser 2016) is 

reproduced.  

Moreover, I reckon that uneven development results in the formation of such marginal spaces due 

to how urban space, including housing is controlled by accumulation of capital and related 
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commodification, and in this sense it does not let the categories deprived by the system to live 

elsewhere but in destitute marginal areas.    

In order to disrupt the circle of racializing both segregation and desegregation, these 

marginal places should be addressed as territories characterized by the accumulation and 

inter-generational reproduction of diverse types of deprivations produced by the racialized 

capitalist political economy, and falsely constructed as consequences of "Roma culture" or 

"Roma nature".             
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