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The unity of thinking and social experience in Hungarian transition

I will concentrate on one powerful idea of the Symposium in Rome namely that discourses embedded in experience often have transformative power. I could never accept the sharp divide between academy and social space, being a university professor myself, engaged in social activities outside of academia during the great transformation in our society from 1988 on. When we joined the international community of feminist theory around those years we learned about a cleft to be bridged between academics and grass-route activists (the case in the US etc.) My experience has shown that I can make use of my social activities when teaching courses in philosophy on sexual difference and vice versa: my theoretical work could eventually influence young people willing to transform society - at least I hope so. 

1. A personal story: from trade union to feminism

So starting from oneself – another central idea of the symposium mostly neglected in theory- I was among the founders of the first independent trade union in Hungary in 1988, the Democratic Trade Union of Scientific Workers (TDDSZ in Hungarian). I became one of its representatives in the international trade union movement and during the next three years, I spent nearly all of my time - beside my university obligations - working on new programmes for a real trade union, establishing frameworks of scientific autonomy in universities etc.

After a two-year scholarship in Germany I continued the task of representing interests with representing women's interests in autonomy and freedom in feminist thinking. I started in 1994 to teach courses on feminist theory. During my scholarship in Germany I became familiar with different feminist thinkers and movements such as the group Diotima, Luce Irigaray and Adriana Cavarero (I was doing research on Plato and his appropriation in modern continental philosophy1). The political engagement of Italian feminism especially impressed me and I hoped for a Hungarian feminist movement that had some promising initiatives in the beginning of the nineties while I was in Germany. To finish the story: these feminist political initiatives vanished - or submerged for a decade at least - but a small group of university faculty-members (women) started teaching feminist theory and gender studies (one of them being myself). 

2. Emerging feminist initiatives in an anti-feminist public space

The non-existence of a feminist movement characterised the nineties in Hungary, actually in a way it still does. Hungarian women-scholars were reporting on our situation in international journals (like Julia Szalai, a sociologist on the abortion-debate in Signs etc.) and looking for its reasons. They overlooked - in my opinion - the potentials of engaged feminist scholars (us) working in their scientific areas at universities and influencing their students by awakening a gendered consciousness. By now - looking back more than 10 years later - I have to realise with pleasure that we managed to build up an informal gender studies community with our students2 and there is recently an emerging women's civil movement! I am convinced that this new development of women's NGO-s was partly promoted by our students. But hardly any of these organisations declares itself to be a feminist one, either by its name or its main concern. In this sense our sociologists were also right about the non-existence of feminist movement. A common reader of the Hungarian mass media seems to be completely unaware of any discrimination or deficiency women could suffer in comparison with men. The public opinion today is preformed by the former socialist ideological discourse that took equality of women and men for granted as a matter of fact, successfully implemented by the socialist regime, therefore at present there could be hardly any reason for feminist issues. If feminists are mentioned at all in the media, then always discredited by their alleged hate for men. The anti-feminism in our post-socialist countries deserved the attention of Western feminists visiting us, a couple of books were published on the subject3. But theses analyses were published abroad in English, they could not have any influence on the Hungarian readers – even the Hungarian contributions were not translated and published in Hungarian. We have to confess, that we did not address the Hungarian public audience with our feminist issues. We have published more in English than in Hungarian, we were not courageous enough to confront the anti-feminism in the mass media. The situation is now changing: during the last years we published a couple of volumes on Hungarian women's issues, historical, sociological analyses of their changing situation, but still there is hardly any public debate in the mass media. I am optimistic that we will dare to face that monster of anti-feminism as well, because we found support in the recently emerging women's organisations. As mentioned above, in the last years a large number of NGO-s have appeared in Hungary, most of their members being women. An astonishing fact to realise and explain! I was member in one of them till its end, - it was a rather small one, as most organisations are like a group of friends and so they are rather fragile. 

 My activity outside university constitutes a continuity with my scientific activity: I organised discussion groups on feminist theory to promote exchange of ideas and to establish a theoretical discourse in Hungary and in Hungarian. The first group that have I organised has its 10th anniversary this year: we met once in a month in cafés and discussed our works in progress, recent feminist books translated into Hungarian. So I hope to have shown you that our feminist experience is involved in our thinking. It builds the basis of my theoretical standpoint, gives me a reason why I do not accept confronting Academia with political activity - in our specific situation in Hungary. 

3. The local and the international - an ambivalent connection

However, I would like to stress the important influence of international connections, although I’d like to emphasize our special situation. I mean the personal, living experience of meeting feminists from different countries. My first IAPh Symposium in 1992 in Amsterdam empowered my new identity as a feminist philosopher. Later on, taking part in some following IAPh-conferences furnished my thinking with the realisation of differences and similarities between other women's experience and thinking. But international connections as such are not unambiguously inspiring4. Sometimes we, Eastern European feminists have felt marginalised or even colonised. The hegemonic feminist discourse neglects us (in my opinion there is such one, which is mostly oriented on problems of the US culture), not only Eastern European feminists feel marginalised, but European feminist philosophers who represent the continental tradition of philosophy5. Instead of complaints we should establish our own feminist discourse that should be more Europe-oriented. 

4. Butler and/or Beauvoir?

Now I proceed on a more theoretical level where this specific experience works as a guiding principle sorting out certain authors, certain forms of feminist theory. I give an outline of my paper published in Hungarian which confronts Simone de Beauvoir's female subject with the Foucauldian subject of Butler. (Butler's volume ‘Bodies That Matter’ was in 2005 translated into Hungarian and her ‘Gender Trouble’ came out as next.) Beauvoir's The Second Sex was published in the end of the sixties with great success (in two editions). I argue that in our situation we need Beauvoir more than Butler in order to give voice to women's subordination in traditional relations like marriage. In post-socialism we realise a renaissance of the Traditional Woman highly appreciated in the media. It means that women should return to their allegedly natural destination being mothers and wives, and should better leave career in work to men. We need Beauvoir's sharp critical description of the life of a housewife, the monotony of the household. Butler's sophisticated ideas of parodic performance seem to be farfetched for a common woman – if she would be capable to understand Butler at all, which I do not think is the case. However, Butler’s preoccupation with the body and discursive formation of sexual identity - shared with Foucault - gives us a necessary theoretical framework to understand some of the reasons why Beauvoir's hope for a future political liberation of women has failed (although it was realised under socialism). Our historical experience has proved that legislation and political will alone can’t give freedom to women, because power functions through the body, in bodily inscriptions. In this point Beauvoir' insights come close to that of Foucault esp. her concept of the lived body exposed to norms6. My point in comparing Beauvoir and Butler is not to make a choice between the two of them, but to take up issues from both and apply in our specific situation: striving for women's freedom of choice with Beauvoir and reflecting on the discursive formation of sexual identity with Foucault and Butler. 
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