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Résumé: L’article vise l’analyse du discours féminine dans la Roumanie des années 1830
et 1930, en relation avec la rhétorique de l’argumentation et de la persuasion. Ce type de
discours a une structure dialogique, puisqu’il entraîne non seulement les femmes, mais aussi
les hommes, et divers mécanismes conflictuels de la société. 

Keywords: feminine image, civil and political rights, feminist discourse.

Introduction

In the first decades of the 20th century this evolved in to a more autonomous and
self°affirmative discourse. The same can be said of the feminine subject, which underwent a
similar evolution. The feminist discussion space enlarged itself as new, so°called “feminine”
topics were introduced and established themselves in the political discourse of the time.

I will try to offer some possible answers to the following questions: how could a new
discourse, or rather, a new field of discourse, namely the feminist one, come into being, and
which social and political practices accompanied this process in Romania in the second half
of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century. I will examine the strategies through
which the Romanian feminist movement established itself as part of the political discourse
of the time. This process is complementary to that of the construction and legitimization of
the feminine political subject. My thesis is that in the last decades of the Romanian 19th century
we encounter a discourse of women’s emancipation, which I propose to call a hybrid (feminist)
discourse.

My analysis is based on a selection of articles from the women’s press of the
above°mentioned period, especially from magazines like The Romanian Woman, Dochia, The
Feminist Action. In addition to these, I also took into consideration some discourses that
representatives of the feminist groups held in the Romanian Parliament and some statutes of
the women’s organisations from the same period.

Socio°politics and historical contexts

At the end of the 19th century, the Romanian feminist argument was aimed at obtaining
the right to education and paid work for women. In the following century, women wanted to
obtain full civil and political rights. 
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Positions of the Feminine “voice” from 1830–1930

I will assume that the construction and legitimization of a subject is a necessary strategy
in any new discourse. As the poststructuralist theorists demonstrated, that subjects and
discourses are not only constructed in language, but political discourses tend to shape the very
subjects they claim to represent. Analysing most of the above°mentioned texts I worked out
three positions that the feminine subject took in the feminist discourse of the 19th and 20th

century. They are closely related to one another and evolved significantly during this period
of time. This evolution is equal to the constitution and affirmation of the autonomous feminine
political subject.

Firstly, women spoke as “mothers” and “wives”, that is, from positions that were
traditionally assigned to them in this time. These are positions that allow the construction of
feminine identity only in relation to men. Women claim the right to education and work not
in order to sublimate or to critically question this position, but to consolidate them. The main
argument was that educated women become even better mothers, wives and housekeepers.
Qualifying for a profession or having a workplace are secondary characteristics of the first
positions and tend to reinforce them. This position significantly changed over the period I
discuss here. 

Ficsinescu, a leader of the social°democratic party, analyses the situation of Romanian
married women in one of his discourses. He assumes the “natural” state of women as being
mothers and wives and focuses on them as necessary and “noble” roles in the society. That
is why he dared to claim rights that are equivalent to their declared social importance. He claims
rights in the private space to which women belong. Thus, women’s emancipation had a double
aim that remains constant in the feminist practical and theoretical works till today: the aim
of reinforcing women’s positions in the private space and, parallel to this, of assuring women
positions in the public space. Ficsinescu was not the only feminist who argued in this way,
this is a rather typical strategy for establishing the voices of mothers and wives and of
persuading society, that means the men, that women’s claims were not only legitimate, but
they were socially good and necessary. Women themselves argued in a similar way. Thus, in
the statute of a women’s organisation from 1894, one can read that the aims and scopes of this
organisation are those of “removing women from the group of people who were under legal
age or criminal, and putting her in a position that she deserves in society, as the raiser and
educator of men (…)” (op. cit., p. 96–97). 

The second subject I want to talk about is that of “unmarried women”, a subject, which
seldom appears in the period I’m writing about. Significantly enough, the legitimization of
this subject were voiced by men, because unmarried women had no social prestige and no
power in the public space. But for the socio°democratically oriented feminist discourse, the
unmarried woman constitutes an excellent argument for some important claims. The “male
feminists” asked – in her name and for her – for full rights to education and work, because
they wanted to remove her from the position of being an economic victim of society. Thus,
Ficsinescu said: “We can’t believe that the state of being a woman is always absolute, and the
same. A society that can’t make a husband out of every man can’t pretend to make a wife out
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of every woman. And, once convinced that the woman is not herself guilty of not being able
to fulfil her natural destination, we can’t refuse her the means of making a respectable and
dignified living” (Ficsinescu, op. cit., p. 117). Therefore, this position is clearly integrated in
the political programme of the Romanian social°democratic party. This is another typical
legitimizing strategy of a feminine political subject, namely the integration in long established
political discourses.

Now I am come to the third and final position of the feminine political subject. The First
World War marks a turning point in Romanian feminist discourse as well as in feminist activity
in this country. Both became more diverse and intense. This period of time – from around
1918–1919 through to the Second World War – is what is now called the “second feminist
wave” in Romania. A new feminine position appeared and evolved during these years. This
is of the independent self°standing woman. The feminist discourse aimed at going beyond
political emancipation in order to reach the so°called “emotional” or “inner” emancipation of
the woman. I chose a few significant formulations of Maria C. Butureanu, a very active
Romanian feminist of the time, in order to illustrate this idea: “Through the means of political
emancipation we want to reach the supreme emancipation, that means the inner emancipation
through which we will conquer the position we truly deserve (…) We want to have the right
to a personal existence, to gain the dignity of an own individuality quite indifferent of sex,
to mean a human unity by ourselves and not to be only a dependence of man, an annex, a zero
which means anything only added to someone else” (op. cit., p. 207). Actually, this new subject
position appeared through a significant change of accent in the positions I mentioned above.
Women did not deny the roles of mothers and wives who continued to be taken for granted,
but they stressed the idea of women being more than that. Women still saw themselves as
companions of men, but autonomous ones.

Legitimizing strategies of the feminist discourse

In the second part of my paper I will concentrate on some specific topics and social practices
through which the feminist discourse presented itself. My thesis is that the most important
strategy of feminist discourse is its participation in the most important topics and practices
of the political discourse in Romania of that time. It integrated and distances itself from it at
the same time, developing a critique of the Romanian political and social life. This is the basis
on which, later, this evolved into a critique of the masculine order in culture and society. To
a certain extent, the constitution of the feminine political subject is a process similar in many
ways to the legitimization of the masculine political subject. 

The most important aspect to mention in order to support my thesis is the following: in
this time, women legitimate themselves not simply as “women” but as “Romanian women.”
This position was exploited in many ways and contained strategies that closely relate to each
other. Thus, the feminist argument was seeking to participate in the so°called topic of the
“national cause”, representing itself as an inseparable part of the latter. The “Romanian woman”
as a position and as a subject was created in this way. Between gender identity and national
identity, the feminist discourse stresses on the latter during the whole period. This aspect
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becomes clear especially when we consider the discourse of the Romanian women from
Transylvania, but we encounter it in women from all regions of Romania. For an example,
Adela Xenopol writes in Dochia in 1896: “(…) we allow ourselves to express our opinions
because this country does not belong to men alone, but also to women” (op. cit., p. 107). And
another significant example: “this feeling [patriotism] is totally corrupted today and will not
get results until women do not enter the state, do not work together with their male companions.
And then we will see the difference between the pure patriotic politics and that of the political
parties and political personalities which has become a real curse in the whole of Europe” (op.
cit., p. 105). We can see how male politicians are held responsible for the bad situation of the
country. In turn, feminist political activism is proposed as an alternative to the established order.
Not only that women were able to be politicians, but they are presented as better politicians,
who take sincere and engaged political action. In this way, the topic of patriotism is used as
a strategy of political legitimacy of feminism. The rhetorical gain in taking this stance is also
very important. Especially during the First World War and the years afterwards, while the
so°called “Big Romania” was formed, feminist discourse became more intensive under aspects
of patriotism and the nationalist set of problems. 

In this context, another topic which was used as part of the feminine political argument
was that of the active participation of women in history, and great historical events, and was
also rhetorically exploited. From this stand point, women’s claims become sharper and clearer.

Perhaps the most important topic that contributed to the very birth and acceptance of
feminist discourse was that of Romania’s necessary alignment with the West. West means here
(in a Romanian context) Western Europe as well as the United States of America, or the so
called “civilized world”. The topic of synchronization is a specific aspect of the Romanian
political and cultural discourse at all times and is part of a larger discourse, that of the cultural
and political battle between traditionalism and modernity. The feminists also argued in favour
of the latter. 

In addition to that, the claims of civil and political rights for women were made in the name
of political ideas such as liberty, liberal values and democracy. In this context, human rights
claimed to have a general and universal character. “To a people that is so exigent as far as
human rights are concerned, I must remind you that women are also human beings and so they
deserve equal rights to men” (Ficsinescu, op. cit., p. 126) Once more, the feminist claims are
made part of the Romanian democratic project and represented as being as valid as the fight
for democracy and social equality. 

As well as the aspects I have discussed above, there are also some rather subversive topics
and practices that the Romanian feminist movement was engaged in during this period. One
can see how feminist try to deconstruct and reveal the power relations on which the concept
“natural” is used in the political and scientific discourse of the time in Romania and Europe.
I took as an example the way this concept was used in the rhetoric of the socio°democrat
Ficsinescu. We encounter the concept for the first time in the following context: “It is true that,
because of the eternal slavery in which the feminine sex has been kept, the world has got used
so much to seeing woman as submissive to man that this obedience seems to us so natural today,
that most of us do nor want to hear about a possible emancipation. Moreover, some consider
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it a social danger” (op. cit., p. 114). So, the inferiority of women to men is no longer considered
to be natural. This is actually represented as a social practice. The next context in which we
find the word “natural” is different: “We [the feminists] want women to continue to keep the
role that nature intended for them and we find that society makes too little to prepare them
for it” (op. cit., p. 115). The conclusion is that the role of mother and wife is natural. They
will be considered as such over the whole period we discuss here. In an analysis of Romanian
laws about women, Calypso Corneliu Botez stated: “In order to keep the power, men knew
how to create a current philosophy and ethic which allowed them to keep women in a state
of eternal dependence on them.” (op. cit., p. 227). This is an analysis in nuce of the power
relations upon which gender relations are based.

The last topic I will mention here is the appearance and legitimization of the feminine body
as a topic of the feminist political discourse in the first decades of the 20th century in Romania.
I will quote Maria C. Butureanu about this problem: “The last claim of feminism is now the
freedom of maternity, which is grounded in the conviction that women must be free and
conscious beings and not reproductive animals. Their bodies, as well as their souls belong to
them alone. Sexual slavery must be abolished like any other type of slavery. Only when women
become conscious of their value as human beings, dignified and noble, only then will they
be able to make a free choice; and so their maternity will be a natural and conscious
consequence, wished and waited for. No one should take hold of their sexuality, which is today
the case” (op. cit., p. 159).

Social discourse and legitimate practices of Romanian feminism

Beside the discourse strategies I discussed above, I would like to take into account the
socio°political practices that are associated with them. I will talk about and briefly comment
on some of them. Firstly, that female feminists were encouraged by some influential public
personalities of the time, who publicly supported their claims, entered the women’s
organisations and declared themselves “feminists”. In their turn, the female feminists
mentioned these as often as they could in order to legitimize the emancipation movement.
Secondly, women based magazines of feminist orientation, in which they not only argued for
the necessity of emancipation, so to speak, and tried to convince men of the justification and
right of their cause, but that these magazines were also intended to convince inactive women
to participate in feminism and to fight together for their rights. Therefore, like other
socio°political movement, feminists used the media in the process of legitimization.
Moreover, they began to write essays that were in their way socially scientific, in which they
described and analysed the situation of Romanian and European women in their time. They
also held meetings and discourses in order to support their claims. And lastly, the women’s
organisations begin to write their own history, the history of their successful activity – a classic
strategy of legitimization.
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