Ralitsa Muharska

Silences and parodies in the East-West feminist dialogue
Identity as problem

Eastern European feminist discourse is confronted with a dual exclusion: from the Western feminist
discourse from which it borrows its terms, and from its own societies, where its foreignness is distrusted.
Here, one eastern European feminist describes how her discourse becomes a parody of Western
feminism, and how the alienation this produces is compounded by a perceived lack of societal normalcy.
In this respect, parody becomes a subversive response to a reality felt to be absurd. But whose interests
does this subversion serve?
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The virtual absence of a fem nist nmovenent in eastern Europe is an inportant
factor for the absence of a specific discourse devel oped to neet the needs
of such a nmovenent. Thus, eastern Europeans tend to talk and wite about
their experience even when they tal k about theory. A typical exanple: at an
international event where the di scussion was supposed to address theoretica
probl ems of gender representation in eastern European cultures, 70 of the 90
mnutes allotted to the topic were unexpectedly diverted into a heated
argunent about the significance of the image of the woman on the tractor
during socialism As the theory in question is nmostly "Western", there is a
gap between theory and experience that often remains unfilled. The fact that
Western theory is not based on Western experience, but also deeply rooted in
it, also needs to be enphasized here. "Speaking femnist" in the nationa
political environnent sinply does not happen. Furthernore, "speaking
femnist" in the national acadenic community tends to cause problenms with
acceptability, because of its difference; it is |ooked upon as politicized
and devi ant di scourse (as opposed to "neutral" and "objective"), and so nust
overcone resistance. On the other hand, there is undoubtedly a need to
inmplant fenminist theory in this context, and serious efforts are devoted to
neeting this need across the region.

The gaps in the theory of fenminism especially the social aspects of it

The cultural specificity of the domi nant feninist discourses as an
access-limting factor tends to result in parodic/ironic discursive
practices - this is also a consequence of the necessity to "experientialize"
the di scourse that has already been theorized. Eastern European fem nism

i nstead of devel oping the natural way - fromgrass roots (the gradually
growi ng mass soci al novenent) to theory, seenms to have reversed the process:
by "translating" fem nist theory, we hope to help our societies devel op
gender awar eness and everything that cones with it.

As | nentioned, because fem nist theory has devel oped outsi de eastern
Europe, it rarely, or with questionabl e adequacy, problenatizes the
specifically eastern European (fenale) experience, or, for that matter,
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ot her "other" experiences. There is always the question, of course, whether
there is a specific experience. lronically, there also arises the question:
if there actually is an experience, who is to say it is specific? W has
the representational authority? Is it the people living through it? They
have no tools of their own to explain it and need to borrow these fromthe
West. The West has devel oped the | anguage and the politically determ ned

di scursive strategies, the systemof talking about fenal e experience, which
clains the universality of this experience: femnist theory. Western
fem ni sts, however, can have only a vicarious and therefore linited

know edge of the eastern European experience (with some exceptions). So,
while both sides are in a position of questionable adequacy where speaking
and representational authority is concerned, they are also in a position of
questionabl e | egitimacy. Both positions are nore-than-one-di nensional, and
this affords an i npressive multitude of opportunities for displacenent (or
m spl acenent) of voices, for anbiguities, ironies, and problenatic
interpretations.

For exanpl e, when eastern European femnists speak "outward" - that is, to
the West (and whenever they speak out - outward - they speak [in]to the
West, the West is what they look up to, rely on, hope to be integrated
into), they assume a representative function. So in nmany cases they

speak/ produce texts in a narrative node, with the purpose to present,
inform show, and fill information gaps. The probl em of necessary
generalization is inportant here. Along with generalization cone the
acconpanying potentialities for distortion: "two-speak"; nobckery
(intentional or not); the playing up - or down - of facts nerely to please a
parti cul ar audi ence; the personal prejudices or limtations of the
speakers/authors; the possibility - and tenptation - to present as fact what
may be sinply opinion; the possibility that with the act of "speaking out",
an eastern European femnist is claimng nore power, not only for eastern
European fem nism but for herself as well

Borrowi ng fem nism

In eastern Europe, societies tend to | ook upon fem ni smas sonething
borrowed, even where wonen's novenents have a | onger tradition and nore
public prom nence than in Bulgaria. The irony of borrowing is that we need
to borrow not only the discourses but the practices of the fem nist
novenent: consci ousness raising, gender awareness, etc. Borrow ng soci al
practice has proved historically problematic; on the other hand, it is and
has been taking place everywhere, and seens to be inherent in the very idea
of historical devel opnent. Another consequence of the absent fem nist
novenent in eastern Europe worth nmentioning is the "individual feminist"

the eastern European figure of dubious cultural as well as political status,
who can be seen as a parodi c phenonenon herself, illustrating the oxynoronic
cultural blending of an activist without activities, representative without
representation, other without sanme(s), both desired and undesired, different
but simlar.
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