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This paper will explore the Internet culture of the Romanian diaspora in the United States as a space of reflection on the need to overcome binary oppositions such as motherland/otherland, past/present or center/margin which dominate “classical” theories on exile and diaspora.  My intention is to focus not on the concrete experience of becoming a Romanian American, but on a recent effort to reconceptualize Romanian culture as a kind of global, transnational entity (in a sense that, this time, is meant to surpass geographical boundaries and elude categories such as “exile” or “ethnic”) within a worldwide discourse such as the one made possible by the Internet and by Romania’s recent access to the global space following its recent EU accession.   


I will analyze the Internet culture of the Romanian diaspora in the United States using case studies of two sites: the Romanian-American network – www.ro-am.net – and “Comunitatea Romanilor din America” – http://america.comunitatea-romana.com/wiki/America.  These sites will be placed in a double comparative perspective, offered on the one hand by the area of intersection between Eastern European countries which have recently become EU member states, represented in my study by websites belonging to the Polish community in the United States such as “Polonia in Chicago” (http://www.poloniawchicago.com), on the other hand by the postcolonial space (with its historically validated “expertise” in overcoming marginalization), represented by websites belonging to the South Asian diaspora in the United States, such as “Planet Guru” (http://www.chicagoguru.com).  

These websites are all created by representatives of the respective community who reside in the Chicago area.  Their main purpose is to facilitate the ways in which different communities relate to the same space, yet overcome it by claiming belonging not just to Americanness as a whole, but to a wider global space through the Internet.   I will compare the ways in which the three different ethnic groups relate to the global space and the degrees to which each of them preserves features specific to the respective culture, while using the centrality of hypertext to overcome the position of marginality that tends to be assigned to diasporic cultures in the country of adoption.  In this context I will try to use a comparative approach to single out the position of the Romanian diaspora as one that is at the same time interested in the rewriting of history – the way postcolonial cultures famously are (in this case the South Asian diaspora providing a relevant case of how the Internet contributes to the revival of traditional narratives in order to decode the history of the present) – and in belonging to the world as Eastern European cultures have been trying to do since the fall of communism and especially since EU accession.  
In recent years, minority cultures across the world have tended to redefine exile and migration in less rigid terms.  They are no longer perceived as the one-way journeys they used to be; instead, they are seen as options for a spatial mobility that no longer confine definitions of identity to one space, but open it up to two or several spaces of belonging.  As the world is shrinking due to recent developments in transport and communication, diasporic cultures are no longer cut off from the countries of origin, but in dialogue with them, as identities overcome the migrant stage by becoming nomadic.  As Rosi Braidotti puts it, there is a new emphasis on the process of becoming rather than the state: “The point is not to know who we are but rather what, at last, we want to become” (Braidotti 2).


At the same time, various forms of recent minority writing in the ethnic American space as well as the postcolonial one have been less faithful to the postcolonial mission of  “writing back to the centre” formulated by Salman Rushdie in 1982.
  Instead, they have focused more on the defining characteristics of the culture of the respective community.  This option for culture-specific rather than oppositional definitions of identity, celebrating diversity rather than trying to mirror a cultural model which, because central, is assumed to be “good”, has increasingly tended to be the trend dominating the rise of minority cultures in recent years.  This has led to spectacular changes of focus in the fashioning of diasporic identities in today’s global world, where the revolution of transport has made the former one-way journey of exile a reversible experience that no longer needs to be perceived as traumatic uprootedness, but as a choice that can always be made and unmade.  The spectacular revolution of Internet culture in recent years has reflected this possibility for return, which, as a option of community history writing, presents the advantage of promoting a form of dynamic textuality that can reflect – better than traditional static forms – the dynamic nature of the process of contemporary group identity formation.

Manuel Castells, one of the early theorists of Internet culture, discusses communication via the Internet as an important path of promoting a new form of orality which is promising to take over the more traditional forms.  According to Castells in The Rise of the Network Society, the Internet promotes a new kind of text, endowed with a dynamic capacity to change all the time).  This can only be possible with the help of CMC (computer-mediated communication) and which is changing the ways in which people get in touch with each other (Castells 363).  In a world in which emailing is becoming more popular than making phone-calls, CMC is promoted as part of the generalization of media communication that has created a society of TV viewers in which “the media, particularly radio and television, have become the audiovisual environment with which we interact endlessly and automatically” (Castells 334).  Moreover, CMC is increasingly turning into the one privileged way through which people interact.  

The impact of these new forms of communication on textuality are further explored by George P. Landow in Hypertext 3.0, which focuses on the ways in which various forms of Internet-based and, generally, digital communication communication affect narrative and discursive structures.  Landow also points out that there is an intrinsic connection between the style of recent critical theory (such as practised by Barthes, Derrida, Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari) and hypertext, “a form of electronic text consisting of non-sequential writing, which branches and allows choices to the reader, best read at an interactive screen”.
  This corresponds to a recent need for developing interactive “read-write systems” that make room for the audience (who makes choices by clicking on links and even enters text) in the making of the text.

As shown by Landow and Castells, the virtual space of the Internet offers possibilities of reflecting on the perpetual process of becoming which Braidotti describes as characteristic of the new global age.  In the particular case of Romanian diasporic culture, still marked – even more than other Eastern European countries – by the past trauma of a former model of migration, which under communism used to be a one-way escape journey with no possibility of return, the Internet offers ways out of the trauma by promoting a more flexible understanding of identity as global, as always in a possible dialogue with the rest of the world, its definition depending less on geographical location than it used to.  This chapter will explore the Internet culture of the Romanian diaspora in the United States as a space of reflection on the need to overcome binary oppositions such as motherland/otherland, past/present or center/margin which dominate “classical” theories on exile and diaspora.  
While there isn’t much creative writing produced by the Romanian diaspora (as compared to others such as the South-Asian one), there are websites (Romanian programmers, next to Indians, are widely popular in the US).  What do these websites focus on?  I will briefly look at two examples of Romanian American websites that exemplify two types of community-building efforts made via the Internet: the Romanian-American network (www.ro-am.net)
 and “Comunitatea Romanilor din America” (http://america.comunitatea-romana.com/wiki/America)
 in order to try to provide a quick description of the phenomenon and to comment on its function in the life of the community.  I would like to use these two websites to analyse some of the ways in which Romanian Americans have recently used the advantages of online communication to strengthen their community bonds and thus overcome the older prejudice (encouraged by the communist regime before 1989 in its struggle to prevent emigration) that, as compared to other ethnic American communities that stick together and preserve their common values better, Romanians were more interested in assimilation and the erasure of their past identity of which, having escaped the degrading conditions of communism, they were ashamed rather than proud.

Like all websites belonging to ethnic communities, Romanian American Internet Culture aims to act as an agent of dialogue between different forms of Romanianness around the world.  What differentiates it from others though is maybe an increased awareness of the need to heal a certain type of history trauma by retelling it in a healthier way.  In this sense, it is important to make a distinction between global features (which would be as true of any other Internet culture) and culture-specific features characteristic of Romania’s recent history (mostly related to the communist trauma which is still being dealt with).  In the context of the present book, this case study is meant to highlight the ways in which communication via the Internet, meant to expand the limiting boundaries of one particular ethnic identity, contributes to the creation of a new form of non-WASP textuality, which presents the advantage of being dynamic, undoable and redoable to a greater extent than previous forms. 

The Romanian-American network (www.ro-am.net), based in the Chicago area, in English (with some links in Romanian) provides a wealth of information on the real and potential development of the Romanian-American community and its claim to owning the American dream. The website creates a kind of model mirror of a somewhat idealised Romanian American community of a kind that reminds one of projects such as The Cosby Show (the sitcom of the 1980s which depicted the everyday life of a successful middle class African American family who prospered in an almost all-black world, miraculously free from racial conflict) or (in the same all-African American world) a very successful African American publication, The Ebony Magazine.  

The above-mentioned site – created by the young couple Steven and Simona Bonica, “proud Americans of Romanian origins” – promotes a bright, positive image of Romania which fully conforms to the basic definition of Americanness as a multicultural condition (“many in one”, “E pluribus unum”).  At the same time, the slogan “United we stand” displayed by the website logo attempts to borrow one of the fundamental American values – that of the solidarity, brought about by allegiance to a common cause, which has for centuries been characteristic of American society – and project it onto the Romanian American society.  The site is thus successful in overcoming a prejudiced attitude towards Romanian Americanness as an assimilation-oriented community, as well as a mentality issue that has been defined as characteristic to Romanianness, similar to what Frantz Fanon, speaking of négritude, called the black man’s internalized inferiority complex.
  A similar Romanian inferiority complex has been nurtured, even promoted by the recent western  media in its extensive coverage of negative issues about Romania, such as abandoned children, racism and criminality.    

The Romanian-American network’s main purpose is to integrate the Romanian-American community into the American dream (“United we stand”, “Steve and Simona Bonica, proud Americans of Romanian origin”).  As its name shows, the site is meant to do networking – i.e., to establish a dialogue between the Romania and the United States, but also to help the newly arrived Romanian to find his or her way around in the societal and cultural sense by providing information on the US, its system of government, education, ways of coming to the US and adapting to its system and culture.  The site also aims to maintain connections with Romania by providing historical and cultural information, which insists on accuracy by, for example, setting the Dracula story right and disclaiming attempts a cultural colonisation coming from the direction of Bram Stoker’s novel and accepted by Romanian tourist propaganda for pragmatic reasons.   There is also practical information going both ways, i.e. helping integration in the US and helping maintain contact with Romania, from visas and ways of inviting relatives to visit to keeping in touch with the traditions.  Thus, two of the links, rich in photos, show a gallery of folk costumes from all representative ethnic regions of Romania and the most representative gems of Romanian cuisine, with photos matching recipes.  Religion is also shown to play an important in creating and maintaining intracommunity and intercommunity bonds, with an emphasis on an ecumenical rather than denominational approach.  Tourism, it goes without saying, is strongly encouraged and is suggested – in tune with Romania’s own self-promoting discourse – to be Romania’s future in a global world

The other website, “Comunitatea Romanilor din America” (“The Community of Romanians in America”) is meant to be, as its name and mission statement show, mainly a community builder: 

We create a portal in Romanian with information useful to Romanians in America, a portal that you yourself can alter!  Discover the 57 articles in this portal, using the search engine or the links on the right.  If you like this portal and would like to help other Romanians in the diaspora, join us and contribute!
  

Being a wiki, this site encourages participation to the life of a Romanian diaspora.  Its being in Romanian makes it focus more on the diasporic dimension (a diaspora identifying itself through the maintenance of constant links with the country of origin, as compared to an ethnic group, whose emphasis falls more on the way it relates itself to the country of adoption).  If one clicks “contribute”, one is taken to a page which does not just invite participation, but also tutors the interested Romanian wanting to be an active part of the diaspora’s life how to do it:

We need volunteers to help us build this site.  You need no advanced knowledge of computers to participate.  Please find below a list of all there is to do on this site at the moment.  If you think anything is missing in this list, please edit the corresponding section and add your suggestion.  If you volunteer and wish to take over one of these tasks, edit the respective section and insert your signature next to the task/article to show that you are working on the respective task (to avoid situations where more users work on the same thing).  Once the task is done you can remove it from the list.   If you have any questions please ask them on the discussion board.

The friendly, personalised tone of the site is clearly meant to invite and facilitate participation.  Whilst the site of the Romanian-American network is more descriptive and, like the African American Ebony Magazine, prompts the development of a minority through  a set of successful examples, Comunitatea Romanilor din America is designed more actively in order to prompt active involvement.  In this sense, the latter is a more active community builder which – a little like a postmodern narrative text, but actually in an even more direct way – encourages people to participate in the writing of their own histories.  If both sites are examples of hypertextual writing of group history as a set of interacting individual histories, the former is more descriptive and prescriptive – therefore more controlled by an authorial instance and thus closer to a traditional understanding of text – whereas the latter is more faithful to the hypertext project.  This form of active textuality, modelled on the fast-growing Wikipedia (an increasingly authoritative web of interactive knowledge exchange), promotes participation, interaction and the implication of the individual in the maintenance of community values.  The fifty-seven articles – forms of individual life-writing that contribute to the mission of writing the history of the group – stand proof for its success.

The two sites represent complementary, equally effective forms of community building via the Internet.  Such efforts use the easily accessible means of the Internet to create conditions for an ongoing dialogue between Romania and the United States, which engages primarily the Romanian American community and which, as we see, is growing.  Meanwhile, they promote a new form of dynamic, interactive, communicative text that shortens the distances between motherland and otherland and creates a transnational Internet diasporic community free from geographical and cultural boundaries.  What such websites signal is a change in both the prevailing attitudes towards the cultural text, with a special emphasis on the writing of histories, but also in the understanding of the idea of diasporic culture and the ways it relates to the poles of the motherland-otherland dichotomy.
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