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This research project is carried out by the members of the Center for American Studies, within the Faculty of Foreign Languages and Literatures, University of Bucharest. The project is based on the participants’ experience in the field of American Studies, a field situated at the crossroads of several study areas,  depending on the concrete expertise of the practitioners, engaging such areas as theories of culture, political science, history, sociology and, last but not least, literature. 

Using the transatlantic interdisciplinary perspective, the project aims to analyze the dynamics of Romanian cultural space from its post-communist marginalization (of the post-colonial type) to its opening towards global, cosmopolitan and transnational structures specific to the post-accession condition. The main original contribution of this project consists in identifying the American space of representation as an extremely significant reflection space for Romanian cultural identity. Another original aspect of this project refers to the use of theoretical perspectives elaborated within the field of American Studies in order to create a theoretical framework suitable for the changes and negotiations undertaken by Romanian cultural identity during the post-communist and post-accession period. Given the role of the United States in the process of globalization and the tendency of English to become the lingua franca of globalization, we can assert that the transatlantic approach proposed by this project engages Romanian cultural space in a productive dialogue with the culture of globalization, and it enables the appraisal of the reciprocal impact of these spaces. 

The starting point of this project will be that of identifying and analyzing the way Romania is reflected in a series of key texts produced within the American space and belonging both to the literary canon and to marginalized genres (memoirs, diaries, essays, political pamphlets, biographies, blogs); the project will also consider the reception of these latter texts. We will pay special attention to the literature of the Romanian Diaspora from the United States, the Romanian Diaspora representing an important agent for the dissemination of Romania’s image in the American space of representation. At the same time, this project will study the reception of American culture and concepts in Romanian cultural space, giving preference to the response of Romanian intellectuals with respect to US culture wars. This approach will enable the identification of the main coordinates of the transatlantic dynamics; then, in a second stage, we will elaborate a theoretical framework by means of which we will be able to interpret local phenomena and to place them in an international discourse mechanism focusing upon the dynamics of cultural spaces.     

The project will analyze two distinct periods of time: the post-communist period, which formally ended at the moment of Romania’s accession to the European Union, and the post-accession period. The present project is perfectly suited in time for mapping the evolution of cultural identity in the post-communist era. An original and extremely relevant characteristic of the project is the intention to observe and somehow outline the discourse concentrated upon Romanian cultural identity in the first years after Romania’s access to the EU.   

In order to construct a model of analyzing the evolution of Romanian cultural space from the post-communist to the post-accession moment, this project follows two main directions of research:

1. that of identifying the main primary sources relevant for creating Romanian cultural identity in the post-communist and post-accession periods, as reflected in the American sphere of representation

2. that of elaborating a theoretical structure meant to map the evolution and negotiation of Romanian cultural identity in relation to the culture of globalization, covering both the post-communist period and post-accession one.    

In this sense, we consider that literature constitutes as an important framework for reflecting the dynamics of the cultural space, especially in the case of several literary forms  so far marginalized by the literary canon (memoirs, diaries, essays, political pamphlets, biographies etc.). Literary analysis can highly contribute to the creation of a conceptual framework for approaching current phenomena in which we will try to relate the Romanian experience to concepts furnished by theories from within the field of American Studies.  

Commenting upon H.R. Patapievici’s book, Omul recent, Adrian Miroiu pointed out the lack of a suitable theoretical apparatus for Romanian culture in the following terms: “We need a conceptual, theoretical, specialized approach to the important problems of the day (for instance, in relation to differences, relative rights of groups…)”. In this light, our scholarly approach comes in anticipation of a conspicuous need of Romanian culture to relate to the spaces of globalization (mainly represented by the American space of representation) by means of a common language and it represents an interdisciplinary approach. In this sense, our exploratory research will aim at establishing a suitable theoretical framework for the adaptation and development of several concepts initially used in the field of American Studies by means of confronting them with the realities of Romanian cultural space. 

The project is placed at the crossroads of three main directions of research, bringing the innovative contribution of methodologies from the field of American Studies and of the transatlantic perspective:      

1. The debate launched around the post-communist / post-colonial status of former Eastern European states 

The period after the fall of communism was characterized by debates focusing upon semantic-related overlappings of the terms post-communism and post-colonialism. In this respect, Adrian Otoiu’s study is of extreme relevance, comparing the post-communist context with post-colonial spaces. Within Romanian research, there are two significant attempts to apply the relation between the two terms to the specifics of Romanian space,  namely the volumes Caietele Echinox, “Postcolonialism si Postcomunism”, ed. Corin Braga, 2001 and Euresis: (Post)communisme et (post)colonialisme. Nouvelle série. No. 1/ spring 2005. Yet, at present, post-colonialism defines its borders in relation to the new coordinates of the global world. More recent studies on cultural nomadism have delimited such trends as the Diaspora cultural space, associated to the so-called Non-Resident Indian (NRI) writers. This type of literature is a good example of surpassing the limits of post-colonialism (too often limited to the reductive opposition center vs. margin) and of the postmodern fragmentation towards the configuration of a transnational identity which goes beyond the limitations imposed by older essentialist categories of identity.  

To what degree can we extend this model of nomad identities from within post-colonial Diasporas to Romanian culture? How is Romanian culture disseminated in the Anglophone global space and how does this global component act on the changes of image that Romanian culture forms about itself at the local level? Using the theories of post-colonialism and globalization, as well as the inter- and trans-disciplinary methodology specific to American Studies, our project resumes the theoretical debate which was launched around the term of post-communism and its possible overlapping with the term of post-colonialism, and takes it forward in order to analyze the mechanisms of the passage to the culture of globalization. An original aspect of the research will be represented by the transnational approach to culture in the post-accession period. Incorporated in the theoretical model, the transatlantic perspective highlights the relations between the national and the transnational, the Diaspora and the cosmopolite, the local and the global.    

2. The debates within the Romanian intellectual environment as a response to the U.S. “culture wars”. 

Present-day research on the reception of American culture in Romania refers to the active debates undertaken by Romanian intellectuals in relation to US-generated conceptual approaches to cultural identity. The best example in this sense is represented by two issues dedicated to the discussion of multiculturalism in the journal Altera in 1999 and 2000. Thus, having the American model as starting point, Monica Spiridon analyzes the situation of multiculturalism in Romania, drawing attention to its limited use, and trying to place the Romanian debate on multiculturalism within an international framework. Identifying identity politics and collective memory as key concepts of the multicultural approach, Isabela Corduneanu extends the discussion from the level of the reception of multiculturalism in Romania to that of the multicultural experience per se, also analyzed by Salat and Radu Neculau. In the same line of thought, in his 2004 and 2006 studies, Victor Neumann extends the multicultural debate to the level of the relation between the nation-state and ethnicity, sustaining the need to assume the progressive manner of defining identity sustained by both the European Union and the American multicultural model, and represented by the civic nation. Even more recently, Sorin Adam Matei’s book, Boierii Mintii (Compania, 2004) and the intense debate it has set in motion in Romanian cultural publications, has explicitly engaged the transatlantic dimension of the cultural dialogue. 

Thanks to the theoretical approach elaborated by this project, the Romanian debates around these concepts which have most often been introduced from within the domain of American “culture wars”, will be located in a global context. This positioning will facilitate the understanding of Romanian phenomena from within transnational cultural negotiations characteristic to the cosmopolite epoch and the global society.          

3. Research on the writings of Romanian intellectuals from the American Diaspora

The critics’ stand in what regards Romanian Diaspora literature can be subsumed to Astalos’s assertion that “the great post-war Romanian literature was written in exile”. Thus, critics studying the literature of the Romanian Diaspora, especially that written in the United States, mainly insist on Diaspora literature as exile literature, and usually place it in relation to one’s native country. In this respect, though following different directions of research, Eva Bhering and Alexandru Nemoianu highlight the essential coordinates of the exile experience in the literature of the Diaspora. The problematics of exile in the literature of the U.S. Romanian Diaspora is eloquently expressed by Monica Lovinescu, too, in the interview published in Experienta initiatica a exilului. As Octavian Paler shows in the same collection of interviews, this dilemma refers to the flight away from a “sick history in order to defend one’s spiritual health”. The above-mentioned examples illustrate the critics’ major interest in analyzing the identity-in-the-making of Romanian writers established in the New World.

Our main objective, the one which offers a genuine degree of novelty and originality to this scholarly research, is that of highlighting the way in which these writers disseminate and negotiate Romanian cultural identity in American space. A correlative objective is that of analyzing the change of the Romanian Diaspora writers’ perspective as to the framework created in Romania by the changes determined after the fall of communism and by the new situation of Romania after its accession to the European Union. 

Benefiting from the team members’ expertise in the field of American Studies, in the areas of literary, critical and cultural analysis, and in developing already-established critical directions, this project represents an area of exploratory research, with high impact on knowledge in the engaged areas. At the same time, the project promotes the visibility of the engaged researchers both on the Romanian stage and on the international one.
In this context, a call for papers for the workshop planned for May 2008, Transatlantic Dialogues. Eastern Europe, the U.S., and Post-Cold War Cultural Spaces, has been launched (see http://www2.raas.ro/).
