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How to Become a Modern Woman in Urban Romania
Introduction
Since the fall of Communism, Romania has experienced massive social, political and economic changes. The emergence of new social groups  ‑ the new rich and the new poor ‑ has made the social spectrum much more diversified than it was under Commu​nism. Class identities now manifest themselves in new patterns of consumption and in the conduct of different lifestyles. Questions of individual and collective identity ‑ of who I am and to which social group I belong to ‑ are being reformulated  in terms of new identity models. 

In this paper I will present different understandings of femininity as these are revealed in the ways the women of my study talk about their looks and body activities. I will show how womens' self-​understanding becomes intelligible within a framework of alternative models of gender identity: the beautiful woman, the traditional married woman and the independent woman. Finally, I want to discuss the relation (if any at all) between these gender identity models and the notion of transition.

My analysis is based on ethnographic fieldwork carried out in Bucharest in the autumn of 1994. The fieldwork was a study of new body activities in Bucharest and focused particularly on aerobics clubs. The idea was to examine how processes of relocating oneself in a changing world are reflected in body practices and investments in one's looks. Interviews and participant-observation was carried out in three aerobics clubs. The majority of my informants were higher educated middle-class women between 18 and 45 years of age. Around 40 women were interviewed.

The beautiful woman
When I am about to leave the house with my friend Ileana, I am waiting in the corridor for her for a long time. Eventually, she comes out of the bathroom wearing a dress and having made-up her face. I am in my usual casual clothes. Before we leave, she asks me if I should like to borrow her lipstick. With this little question she makes it clear for me that I do not look as I should. I am not a proper woman.

In an interview with a woman of 26 years a few days later, she tells me that "cosmetic treatments is a way of respecting yourself. It makes you more beautiful so it is very suitable for a lady...It is a basic duty". In her view beauty and femininity belong together. And it is with great surprise women answer my apparantly naive questions about the importance of beauty: "All women want this. It is normal for a woman to be interested in beauty. And if you have the money to do something for it - especially if you are a woman - you should". Other women express that they feel without respect and dignity if they do not look good. To care for beauty is expressed as inherent in the female nature. 

By some women, this natural urge to care for their beauty is linked to the female biology. For instance one woman of 35 says: "After you reach 30 years it goes downhill. A woman's life is like a hill where you reach the top at the age of 30 and thereafter you have to do more for your looks". Many women express a moral attitude towards beauty. To take care of one's apperance is an obligation. Beauty as a "natural" urge in women is not only a lifelong project, it is also a responsibility. Beauty makes a woman more proper - a properness which Ileana, my friend, tries to add to me in the situation where we are about to leave the house.

I think that the Romanian women's understanding of the beautiful woman can be understood as a collapse between an innate and a superadded characteristic. By saying this I draw on the work of Marilyn Strathern (1992), who theorizes over the collapse of the difference between the essential and the superadded. In my view the Romanian women's understanding of femininity can be understood as a collapse between a "body identity" - to be a woman - and a "body identification" - to be beautiful. Beauty and femininity fuse together in the cultural perception: woman and a bit more: an attractive woman. The natural aspiration to this ideal is not only a question of becoming a more correct woman. It is a question of being more womanly. The beautiful woman is a proper woman. One cannot be a woman without showing interest in one's looks and this is exactly which the surprise to my questions of the importance of beauty shows.

The traditional married woman

Although beauty is talked about as an important characteristic of a woman, no matter her age or status, it soon becomes apparent for me that for unmarried women the appearance is more important than for married women. The women I interviewed - the married as well as the unmarried ones - often talked about the difference in life style between the unmarried woman's life and the married woman's life. In short, the picture of the married women, which appears in con​versations, is a woman who has a hard life with a lot of responsibility and very little time to herself. She has to direct all her energy into taking care of her family and home. She conceives of her life in terms of the family's life and she puts all her earned money into the budget of the family. Her own beauty is without importance. The image of the married woman is at once pitied and praised. For instance: When I tell a friend that I am going to marry my boyfriend a few months later, she responds by congratulating me and showing great happiness for me and telling me that now I am really becoming a woman. And at the same time she becomes serious and says that from now on the hard life starts  - a life with less going out. From now on, my responsibility rests with the family and their wellbeing. My friend's respond reveals two ideas about the married woman: that marriage is the most meaningful event in a woman's life and that the married woman has a hard life and has to sacrifice herself. 

This conception of the married woman is not only a mental construct. It is visible in the homes of the women I had come to know well. It is visible in practice. For instance: in households the wellbeing of the family and its guests is the married woman's personal responsibility.

The notion of the married woman can also be understood as a collapse between a body identity, to be a woman, and a body identification, to be married and have children. From this collapse emerges the notion of the admirable dutiful woman. She has obtained the most meaningful thing in life: a family.

The independent modern woman

When talking to married women about their motives for doing aerobics, many of them tell me that an important motive is to maintain their pre-maternal figure. Irina is a 29-year-old mother of a three-year-old son. She has been doing aerobics for 7 years and at the time of the interview she does aerobics 3 times a week. She says:

"I want to look the same as before the birth. After marriage people think that you become lazy. It is impor​tant to show that this is not true. To show a differ​en​ce. People don't be​lieve me when I say that I have a 3-year-old boy... It is important for me that someone tells me that I look good. In the office at work people are interested in what you do and how you look."

In Irina's opinion, looking a certain way reflects the kind of woman she is. Irina's admission that her energy is direc​ted towards her surroundings typifies a prevailing view among the women I talk to: that external qualities are taken as a sign of inner qualiti​es and social position. The body is regarded as a primary marker of social iden​tity. A person's looks are used as an indica​tor of social position and education, and as an instrument for improving one's social position. The body is a business card (carte de visitae) as my informants tell me. By looking good, Irina wants to show other people what kind of woman she is: that she is inde​pen​dent and conscious of the value of her own life.

Irina is not happy in her marriage. She and her husband have serious problems and live quite separate lives, although under the same roof. When I ask her what her hus​band thinks of her doing aerobics so often, she says: 

"He doesn't agree with it. He sometimes tells me that he should also have fun three hours a week. But he plays basket ball at the weekends. In his opinion aero​bic doesn't fit with the female role. He doesn't understand how much it means to me. It is a way of doing somet​hing for your​self. You have to think of yourself, that you are also a person, and you have to take care of yourself. We have many problems each day - at the office and at home. How do we forget about every​thing? When I come to aerobics I am tired, but after I have done aerobics with pleas​ure,  I am relaxed when I leave. You have to start with something to become indepen​dent. Much depends  also on money. My husband and I have separate economies. I pay for my aerobics lessons and my clothes and for the things I buy for the child".

Irina's words about the female image with which she wants to iden​ti​fy herself show that this image is defined in opposi​tion to the "traditio​nal" role of a married woman with a child. Where the tradi​tional marri​ed woman is charac​terized by di​re​c​ti​ng all her energy into taking care of her family and home Irina wants to show a difference as she says. Contrary to the tradi​tional view, she wants to be a woman chara​cterized by

- Being conscious of her own looks and trying to maintain a young and slim body.

- Conceiving her life in terms of her personal happi​ness. Doing thi​ngs for herself.

- Keeping a part of her salary to herself.

For Irina and other women the good feeling of being an indepen​dent, good-loo​king girl is acquired by spen​ding time and money on their bodies. This immediate relationship between the cultivation of the body and a feeling of independence is stated by most of my inform​ants. As one young woman says:

"I think that a woman must fight for herself because nobody helps her. To fight means to have her own time, to have a little indepen​dence, to be pretty every day and not to spend all her money on children and the home, because a man does not spend all his money on these things."

One may ask whether beauty is the only way of reaching independency. In fact, what is independency? Often, the Romanian women identify me as an independent woman. This is because my husband has let me go to Romania on my own, because I have money to go to another country and because I am emotionally independent of my parents who I don't live with. Although I am not the ideal of a beautiful woman as Ileana tells me, I am still perceived as an independent woman. Independency is not only a question of spending time and money on one's own body. It is a question of independency in relation to husband and parents and of being financially independent. Hence, independecy is not only about being concious of one's own worth, but it is about exposing this consciousness in relation to others and the body becomes a means for doing so.

By the women of my study, the independent woman is often called an American woman - or a modern woman. The fact that I am identified as being independent and that the independent woman is characterized as American may indicate that an independent woman is a Western woman. And the traditional married woman is often spoken of as a typical Romanian or Eastern way of being a woman. For Irina and other women, the model of the traditional married woman is one to break away from, in order to reach the more modern and independent woman type.

Attention, however, must be paid to the different contexts in which the various models of femininity occur. When discussing femininity and body activities with me, women often praise the ideal of the independent woman. When I observe them at home, however, cooking and taking care of the children, it is clear that these duties are very meaningful to them, indeed for some at the very core of their identity. While they tell me that women in Romania lead hard lives which they complain about, their practices leave me with the impression that working hard in the home is the defining feature of their femininity. And paradoxically, part of a fulfilling life.

In Romania of today, the ideal of the "beautiful inde​pendent woman" exists alongside ideals of "the traditional married woman" who is the good wife, the responsible mother, and the hardworking woman. It is not a case of choosing one or another of these identities, but of reconciling them. Identities are never homogeneous or coherent entities. Rather, women take up dif​ferent positions and shift between these. Identities are being constructed with simultaneous reference to several different and even conflicting models of femininity. This is not a harmonious process. It gives rise to tensions within women.

The tension between the ideal of the traditional married woman and the ideal of the independent beautiful woman "reflects wider social and cultural dynamics about how to succeed in the world, and about what kind of successful [feminine] self one can be" (Moore 1994:59). The two models of gender identity are sources to two different kinds of successes: to be the admirable responsible woman who has success by virtue of her family, and the attractive independent woman who has success by virtue of her self-conscious presentation. The two identity models are being linked to two different spheres: the Easten world and the Western. The smart and independent woman is an ideal which is linked to the notion of the West, and the traditional married woman is linked to the notion of the East. Furthermore, to be the independent good-looking woman is talked about as a necessity in transitional Romania. To be beautiful is talked about as a necessary body capital in order to gain success. "As it is now in transition, you need to look good, otherwise you will never get a job" several women tell me.

The tension between living for the family and doing things for ones own pleasure is a conflict  which , I believe, is rather international. It is not unique for Romanian women, most women in Western Europe recognize this tension. However, what may be rather unique for Romanian women is that this conflict is conceptualized as one between being modern and Western and having success in transition on the one hand, and being traditional and Eastern and without success on the other hand.

This may also indicate that transition is very much a discursive thing. It is something people talk about. Discourse is never separated from human action - it is constituted in action like, for instance, in the kitchen chopping vegetables or when doing aerobics in front of the mirror. These practices are not new practices. I do not believe women's care for beauty, their belief in the connection between beauty and femininity or their work in the home to be new practices. These parctices show a continuity with the past. What may be new and transitional is the framework for understanding these practices. To understand beauty as a way for becoming a modern woman and having succes in transition may be a new rationalization. And of course this affects practice, but the change of practice is probably a much slower process than the change of discursive statements. The interesting thing is to see the dialectical and dialogical relationship between discourse and action - between what people say and what they do.
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