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Abstract

The paper examines the writings of first-generation Bulgarian immigrants in Canada with the purpose of expounding on the immigrant experience. The texts under discussion are mostly memoirs or life stories published in periodicals either in English or in Bulgarian and reflecting on different aspects of acculturation. The aim of the analysis is to look for the ways in which the cultural differences between the mother country and the chosen country of immigration are conceptualized. The paper focuses on how these written testimonies reflect the dynamic social processes of integration of the East European immigrant in Canada in its different forms: economic and social.

Résumé
Ce papier examinant des écrits des immigrants bulgares à Canada de la première génération  a le but d’exponer l’expérience de ses immigrants pendant les années. Les téxtes discutés ci-dessous sont surtout  des histoires de vie publiées périodiquement en anglais et en bulgare à la fois. Ils reflètent les aspects différents d’acculturation. Le but de cette analyse est de trouver le bon chemin pour conceptualiser les differences culturelles entre le pays natal et le pays choisi. Ce papier  se focalise sur lé mode duquel ces écrits testimoniaux reflétent un dynamisme énorme dans les processus sociaux de l’intégration des immigrants d’Europe de l’Est en formes différentes : économiques et sociales.
This paper is an outcome of the project “Central Europe in Canada” of the Central European Association for Canadian Studies, also known as the “Diaspora Project”. The project has aimed at studying the oral and written histories of first-generation immigrants to Canada of eight Central and Eastern European countries. The present examination of the Bulgarians writing in Canada represents only the initial stage of a larger research of diasporic writing that I hope to be able to continue in the future. The texts chosen by me for analysis here are only a small part of those that have been published over the three successive waves of immigration from Bulgaria to Canada: from the late nineteenth century to 1944; from the end of World War II to 1989; and from 1989 onwards. There has been a marked increase in migration since the mid-eighties of the last century on a global scale. Edward Said has remarked on this tendency in the following way: “Our age – with its modern warfare, imperialism and the quasi-theological ambitions of totalitarian rulers – is the age of the refugee, the displaced person, mass migration” (Said, 50). The same is valid for Bulgarians over this period. However, it is difficult to give an exact number of the people from Bulgaria who have immigrated to Canada since 1989, because of the presumed illegal immigrants. 
 An official source in Canada for the period 1999-2008 gives the figure of about 13 000 Bulgarians. The Bulgarian diasporic community in Canada is yet to be studied. This is why the texts I have included for analysis here are by no means a representative sample of Bulgarians writing in Canada. But while they are only a few, they are still a revealing selection, in my view. 
I also need to clarify that I have decided not to refer to the authors as writers. Firstly, most of them have other professions and occupations. Thus, their motivation to write is associated primarily with the need to record their own private history of immigration. Most of their writings have appeared under the form of memoirs, collections of essays or articles that have been published in periodicals of the Bulgarian community in Canada. Secondly, a common feature of the memoirs, which I would like to underline, is that though many of these texts have been written in Canada, they were not published there. The reason often stated by the authors themselves is financial: the cost of printing, as well as the difficulty of finding a publisher in Canada. Another reason is certainly the difficulty of writing in a foreign language, especially when expressing emotions. The fact that many of the Bulgarian immigrants prefer to write in their mother tongue and to publish in Bulgaria reveals to me the impossibility of literally translating and culturally converting the emotional experience of dislocation, which accompanies immigration. Also not being written in English or French, these life stories as part of the Canadian history of immigration are left unknown to the rest of the Canadians. So many Bulgarian-Canadians remain vernacular authors, who often publish their books themselves and are read either by the diasporic community only or in their home country. As a result what these authors create are stories of displacement that are not officially a part of the Canadian narrative. 

For the sake of the current research it is important to emphasize that the presumed reading audience targeted by many Bulgarian immigrants, who record their life stories, are not Canadians, but Bulgarians. This fact reflects the degree to which Bulgarian immigrants, especially those of the first generation, feel that they have been acculturated in Canada. It reveals a doubt that their voice, being a voice of the periphery, the voice of the other, can be heard. It leads to feelings of marginalization. Acculturation in Canada has its specificities, especially in view of the ethnic and racial diversity of the Canadian society, where there is the constant drive for Canadians to discover a more or less coherent identity. As Canadian philosopher John Saul notes: “We are overcome by a desperate desire to present ourselves as a natural and completed experiment, monolithic, normal, just another one of the standard nation-states” (qtd. in Taras, 186). This need to define, even invent Canadian identity if need be, problematizes further the cultural assimilation of Bulgarian immigrants. What model precisely do they have to get assimilated to? 
In the process of researching and collecting the life stories of Bulgarian immigrants to Canada, I came to realize the significant role these stories play in the construction and maintenance of identity. Storytelling is used as a major tool for identity construction. It is also the strategy applied to finding meaning in what has often been the painful and traumatic experience of displacement and uprooting. As Radka Yakimov, one of the authors under discussion here, writes: “So I have to write about the past the way I remember it – for future’s sake” (2006, viii). This felt need to discover and delineate one’s identity through storytelling, which I discover in the texts collected by me, derives also, in my view, from various forms of marginalization of immigrants (social, economic, cultural), from a fear that the Bulgarian identity would be lost without purposeful expression, especially in the reality of Canadian multiculturalism and cultural plurality.
I divide the writings of Bulgarian immigrants to Canada analyzed here in two overlapping categories: diasporic and exilic. I will briefly outline the distinction as I see it. Diaspora writings deal with the experience of minority groups as collective bodies, with a focus on group solidarity. Here applies best the definition of modern diasporas provided by G. Sheffer: “Modern diasporas are ethnic minority groups of migrant origins residing and acting in host countries but maintaining strong sentimental and material links with their countries of origin – their homelands” (3). Among the nine criteria used to define the diaspora as outlined by R. Cohen, the following I find most relevant to the present discussion: 

· a collective memory and myth about the homeland, including its location, history and achievements;

· an idealization of the putative ancestral home and a collective commitment to its maintenance, restoration and prosperity, even to its creation;

· the development of a return movement that gains collective approbation;

· a strong ethnic group consciousness sustained over a long time and based on a sense of distinctiveness, a common history and the belief in a common fate;

· the possibility of a distinctive, creative, enriching life in host countries with a tolerance for pluralism. (Cohen, 26)


The members of the Bulgarian diaspora write about their hybrid identities, which are complex constructs produced by the immigrant experience and the continuing common ties to the homeland. As immigrants they neither wholly accept the host country culturally, nor do they unreservedly uphold the traditional ethnic culture. Altogether there are four major factors that influence diaspora identity: “a distinct language, historical memory, a national religion, and the habitual status of a minority in larger societies” (Safran, 280-281). 

The writing of the exile or refugee, on the other hand, though formally part of diasporic writing, is actually different. The exile draws attention to the individual experience, to the subject’s own personal representation of dislocation. The distinction between diasporic and exilic writing reflects the type of immigration based on origin. Origin is of defining importance, because it yields a particular myth, which defines the core of the hybrid identity of the immigrant as distinct from the homeland alongside the immigrant’s determination to become acculturated in the host land. For many immigrants origin gives rise to the myth of return to the homeland, to which I will be referring later. 
The major themes of the diasporic and exilic writings of Bulgarian immigrants to Canada are similar: the loss of the home country, adaptation to the host country, the feeling of dislocation, the creation of a hybrid identity, the comparison between the home and host countries. What interests me most in my reading of these texts is the condition of the immigrant as a polymorphous subject. How does one move from the challenge of migration, sometimes traumatic, to the creation of a hybrid identity? 

As examples for exilic writing I have chosen Radka Yakimov’s two books of memoirs, which depart from the model that I have been describing so far, since they have been written in English. The first, Dreams and Shadows, was published in 2006 by a US publishing house. This book lays emphasis on the author’s relationship with the past, indeed, it is a form of quest for that past. It begins with the author’s recollections of her childhood at the time of the air raids against Sofia in 1943-44, and continues with the establishment of the oppressive totalitarian regime in Bulgaria. It records a life of disillusionment, fear and misery, as well as the everyday struggle for survival of the author’s family and friends. The story culminates at the end of the book with the author’s quest for freedom, which starts with her trip to West Berlin in 1965 and ends later that same year in Canada. 

This autobiographical book is born out of Yakimov’s realization “that the time to tell a story about pain, struggles, and lost futures had never gone away” (2006, vii). In the “Epilogue” to this memoir she describes her return to the home country after the political changes of 1989. The main focus of her story here shifts to the attempt to reconnect with her own country of birth. This final section of the book is infused with the author’s understanding that she does not belong to her home country any more, but she will never be emotionally free from it. However, by being able to actually return and to write about her experience, she finds the possibility of reconciling past with present and future, a regaining a sense of inner balance: “It was a time for healing, time for pilgrimages, time for new beginnings. The world had become one again” (2006, 222).

The goal that the author seems to have set herself is to discover a meaningful pattern in the flux of past experience by examining the role of memory. In Yakimov’s text the manifestations of the hybrid identity of the exile clearly are a product of a deep disappointment with the homeland. The mother country is seen as a failed state, where for a very long time repatriation was impossible. It is also the state that is to be blamed for the painful separation of the author’s family, the miserable and harsh conditions of the life of her parents and their lonely deaths. The alienation from the home country is thus a product of psychic pain. Yakimov writes: “During the few years after leaving the country, when I was neither here, not there, I often dwelled on my past. There was no hope of ever returning, of ever seeing my parents; only their letters and my memories kept me close to them” (2006, vii).

While the first book exposes the moment of crossing the boundary and the painful sense of loss, in the second Yakimov renders the complexity of displacement in the host country. Entitled Café “The Blue Danube”, it was published in English in 2008. It consists of essays and short stories, where the element of fictionalizing seems delimited. The book is divided in two parts. The first deals with episodes, which are revealing snapshots of the life of a first-generation immigrant. The second part tells stories about the return to the homeland, about Yakimov’s close relatives and friends from the Bulgarian village from which the author’s family traces its roots. As the stories articulate dislocation, they most clearly reveal the unmaking and reconstitution of self.
In this book Yakimov portrays the transnational experience of immigrant life and most of all the collision of cultures. The author outlines the emergence of her hybrid identity, which in the North-American tradition has been rendered as a “hyphenated” identity. In the process of cultural migration, dislocation causes not only a fragmentation of the self, but an othering of the self. This becomes very clear in Yakimov’s short essay “Enraged”. It is one of the texts where the theme of the need to reconstitute the exiled self resonates with the strongest force.  Enraged by the discriminatory treatment of the old-stock, real Canadians to her, she finds herself adopting the same attitude towards immigrants that have arrived after her in Canada. She imagines herself in the position of both the victim and the victimizer, which cause frustration and anger. For after experiencing a disorienting loss of the old culture, the author needs to make the compensatory effort to create a new world in which to reside. Other similar examples can be found in the stories “Forest Hill” and “The Benevolent Mrs. Pamela Bailey”, which trace the complexities of suburban life, where the new immigrants crave acceptance, while the old-stock Canadians keep at a safe distance. Similarly, Yakimov records the difficulty of intercultural communication and understanding on a personal level in the story “The Small Vendetta”, despite the otherwise official policy of “the unique Canadian practice of multiculturalism” (2008, 83), which immigrants take pride in.
Apart from the problematic social assimilation of immigrants, on which the author focuses in several of her texts, Yakimov underscores also the difficulties in economic assimilation. In the autobiographical “Resume of an Engineer” (2008) she describes her own experience of discrimination and exclusion from the host society, specifically as regards her professional realization. She is a professional engineer, who has graduated in Bulgaria. It was no exception for a woman at the time of socialism to study for and work as an engineer in Bulgaria. Such was not the case in Canada, when Yakimov first arrived there in 1965. She had to struggle hard for her accreditation and was still unable to find a job at her profession. After a long and tiring bureaucratic struggle, described in great factual detail in the book, she had to resign herself to the situation and transfer to educational work. 

The experiences of being professionally discriminated against and that of social exclusion, which Yakimov is aware of at times, explain the prevailing feeling of twoness of the hybrid identity. Even more revealing in this regard are those situations in which Yakimov takes offence because it is suggested to her that her home is Bulgaria. Feeling insulted, she answers that her home is in Canada and that she only goes “to spend some time in Europe” (2008, 93). Despite this insistence that her sense of belonging resides with the host country, the idea of return to the homeland is clearly present in both her of books. 

Thus the second part of Café “Blue Danube” describes life in contemporary Bulgaria in general, and more specifically in little Bulgarian villages. Yakimov’s stories “The Transformations of the Village of Kriva Gusha”, “Our Village” and “Zorah’s Cottage” are full of odd personalities that remind the reader of the most idiosyncratic characters created by the great Bulgarian short-story writers such as Elin Pelin, Yordan Yovkov and Ivan Radichkov. From these stories the reader learns that Yakimov has built a house on the land inherited from her mother – almost a duplicate of the one she has in Toronto – where she resides with her family for several months every summer. In this her immigrant experience departs from the usual diasporic myth of return, which remains precisely this – a potential but unrealized dream. Finally, the book leads the reader to the realization that no matter whether it is about Bulgarians or Canadians, it is really “about people faced with challenging circumstances” (2008, ix), about people “overwhelmed with frustration, anger, and sense of resignation, or confusion, many wounded and scarred for life. Nevertheless, survivors” (2008, ix-x).

Though perhaps not so dramatic, the other type of writing under discussion is also essentially about surviving in the host country. I use as examples of diasporic writings the articles in the Bulgarian monthly newspaper Forum, which has been published in Montreal since 2002. The newspaper is printed in Bulgarian and among its contributors are Bulgarians residing in different Canadian cities. They encompass representatives of different waves of immigrants: from the older to the newly arrived. Most of the articles are published in Bulgarian with a few exceptions. What is especially of interest to me is the section of the newspaper entitled “Society and Culture”, which tackles various cultural issues and includes also poetry and short fiction, which is written by Bulgarians. Though they often refer to personal experiences, the authors of these articles take the position of representative voices of the Bulgarian diasporic community. 
The manifestations of the Bulgarian diaspora identity in the articles reveal a hopeful and progressive perspective. They do not evolve from experiences of exclusion from the home or host societies, despite the difficulty with socialization, which these authors also feel, but from a positive identification with one’s own native heritage. That is why many of the texts report about events marking the cultural presence of Bulgaria in Canada.

However, in articles such as “The Monkey” by Kliment Denchev, published in Forum in 2009, it is easy to trace the fracturing of the self. The limited possibilities of professional realization in Canada, the at times humiliating position he finds himself in when he tries to find an acting job. These situations are treated with humor by Denchev. His humor, though, can barely hide the bitterness of the author, a famous Bulgarian artist, who had also received recognition in Canada, but was reduced to playing against a “real star” as he calls it: a monkey. This article clearly records the feeling of displacement and marginalization of the voluntary immigrant, as well as the nostalgia for the home country. 

The twoness of the world-view of the immigrant resurfaces in several articles under the general heading “Back to Bulgaria?” In the host society the drive towards socialization and integration are significant factors. Though Bulgarian diasporans acquire the codes required for economic integration, socialization remains a major problem for them. This is mentioned as the main cause for the actual, physical return to the homeland, despite the still remaining economic difficulties in Bulgaria. St. Stefanova writes in her article “Back to Bulgaria? Why not?!” published in 2008: “So there are people who are not scared by the rising prices in the home country, by the garbage overflowing in the streets, by the homeless dogs or by the grumpy shop-assistants. And they leave Canada with the English they have learned, with an idea for a project to get a loan from the European Union funds and with the experience they have gathered from the free market economy” (N.p.).
 B. Nicolov contradicts this view using an ironic tone. He suggests that the failure of Bulgarians to assimilate in the economy and the society in Canada gets passed off as fake patriotism and consequently as an excuse to return back home.

The phenomenon of return reflected in the articles could be related to the factor of generational differences. According to M. Hansen’s law, as posited in 1952,
 the first generation of immigrants is likely to focus on the acculturation and survival in the hostland, the second focuses on the rejection of the homeland culture and the total embrace of the hostland one, while only the third generation is interested in restoring its ethnic heritage. However, this theory of the linear progression of acculturation does not seem to apply to recent immigrants in the era of globalization and electronic communication. Scholars today, basing their research on the immigration in the second half of the 20th century, perceive assimilation not in a linear fashion, but suggest that it is rather segmented.
 According to the segmented assimilation theory immigrants do not follow a uniform path, but different paths of social assimilation. Consequently, assimilation of successive generations depends on the social and cultural opportunities offered in Canada, especially in terms of identity resources and quality of life. This approach could provide an explanation for the return of some second-generation Bulgarian immigrants to Bulgaria, if they find that economic integration does not lead to their social integration, as reflected in Stefanova’s article. Though not born in Canada, they arrived in the country as very small children, were educated there for the most part, could not speak Bulgarian well, but decided to return. Hence the following paradox emerges: the first-generation immigrants, whose motivation to migrate was mostly to provide better opportunities for their children, remain in Canada for economic and financial reasons, while the children, now grown-up and of the age where they can decide for themselves, choose to return to the homeland.
The diasporic writings like the exilic ones express the experience of uprooting. They reveal the constant oscillation between cultures. Both diasporic and exilic writings thematize how the immigrant subject is constructed as an intersection of nationality, language, social, cultural and historical circumstances. An important conclusion for me from the texts studied so far is that the writings of Bulgarians in Canada can still be defined as Canadian, following Chelva Kanaganayakam’s observation that “the immigrant writer’s narrative becomes the “other” and paradoxically becomes Canadian by virtue of not being Canadian” (164). Bulgarian-Canadian authors confirm the doubled cultural identity, which is typically Canadian and can be defined as that of people who straddle simultaneously different territorial identities.
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