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Give me your tired, your poor

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me,

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!

The New Colossus, Emma Lazarus

These words from the well-known poem The New Colossus written in 1883 by Emma Lazarus are etched on a plaque at the base of the Statue of Liberty. Many Bulgarians, some wretched and tired, but most certainly poor, dreamed of passing through that “golden door”. The previous century was framed by two massive waves of immigration from Bulgaria: the first one in the 1910-1920s, the second following the fall of the Berlin Wall and the major socio-political changes in Bulgaria in the last decade of the 20th century (not to mention those who fled from Bulgaria after the socialist revolution in 1994).

New vistas opened up to the potential immigrant from Bulgaria after 1995 when the U.S. State Department decided to include Bulgaria in the lottery for Diversity Visas, as the “green cards” are officially called. 

According to the then candidate-for-president Peter Stoyanov, whose been called since then “an optimistic leader of a deeply pessimistic people” in an interview in the San Francisco Chronicle
, the record high for applicants from Bulgaria was in 1996, when one million from this country participated in the lottery
. That was nearly 9% of the population of Bulgaria at the time. In 1999 the figure fell down to 400 000 applicants, according to popular monthly magazine EГОИСТ
, while the maximum of visas that can be granted to Bulgarians is stated to be 3 500 in the same source. Before the parliamentary elections held in June 2001, according to “Alfa Research Agency” 49% of the population admitted it would readily leave Bulgaria. As an answer to this need newspapers published articles giving practical advice and information on where we should emigrate after the elections
. In May 2001 the newspaper Сега stated that 400 000 Bulgarians have left their homeland for a period of four years from 1996 to the year 2000. This figure differs significantly from the one officially released in October 2001 by the National Institute of Statistics (NIS) on the basis of a poll conducted alongside the population census in 2001. The data given by the NIS is that 196 000 Bulgarians have immigrated since 1992, i.e. for a period of nine years. Those who leave with no intention of returning choose the U.S. as their country of immigration and they are 25% of all immigrants, according to NIS data
.

Still, no exact numbers can be given at this stage as to how many have actually built a home in the U.S. in the 1990s. I should stress that so far the prevalent information concerning the number of applicants for green cards, the legal and illegal immigrants from Bulgaria to the U.S. is unofficial and is mostly based on data from agencies for sociological research popularized through the media. 

One could continue with speculations concerning numbers and statistics about the predominant tendency of immigration from Bulgaria. However, the main issue that is of interest to me is to discover in what lies the attraction, the lure of America. 

Two basic assumptions about the image of America in Bulgaria could be made. The first one is that the image of America from the period of the Bulgarian Revival
, when Bulgarians first received consistent information about American culture has remained basically unchanged. The other is that there has been a significant transformation of that image.

The cover term I use for the texts under consideration in this paper is “letters to and from America”. This is a “genre” of long-standing tradition in Bulgaria, beginning with the classic travelogue To Chicago and Back by Aleko Konstantinov, published in November 1893. Under the same heading fall the numerous travel books written in the last decade, the immigrant stories from e-mails, interviews in the press, as well as the recent Bulgarian movie “Letter to America”. I also conducted a questionnaire with 50 of my third-year BA students in English and American Studies  at Sofia University, focusing on the questions whether they have considered immigrating to America, how they imagined it and on what this image was founded. References to all these will be included in the examination of the image of America.

The Bulgarian immigrants in the last decade of the 20th century fall into several groups
. They belong to what has been called by some the Bulgarian “lost generation” – lost literally and metaphorically for Bulgaria. The first is the group of the professionals, most of who have received their university education in the U.S. These immigrants find it easier to be Americanized and assimilated, they can get well-paid jobs and build a career, i.e. they are successful. The second group consists of the winners in the green card lottery that, unfortunately, often turn out to be the losers in the context of the American dream. Many of them do not know the language, cannot find a regular job and fail to get integrated into the society. The third group is that of the illegal immigrants of whom information is scarce.

When looking for the reasons for immigration it is natural first to look at home. It is easy to discern the obvious, “standard” human motives for immigrating: poverty, unemployment, and political insecurity, lack of any prospects for the future. Part of the motive is a deep psychological need, what Julia Kristeva calls “the yearning for a world elsewhere” (10, my italics). America appears as the super modern visualization of the elsewhere we dream of. The U.S. seems to be the answer for many Bulgarians to the existential dilemma of the 1990s: “Where to now?” that finds its roots in the social and cultural inferiority complex of a post-totalitarian country.

However, Bulgarians do not feel as though they are equal citizens of a global world. They feel compelled to flee from their country of origin, from family and home and friends. Bulgaria is for many of its citizens a “dirty fairy tale”
. I have borrowed the expression from Капитал – a weekly newspaper that has told the immigrant stories of many Bulgarians under that heading. Escaping from the “dirty fairy tale” is a significant motive and a recurring motif in such immigrant stories.

This reference to fairy tales, lotteries, the appeal of adventure hunting, defines to a great extent the rhetoric of immigrating, where you gamble with your life. It brings into focus the dream-like, illusory, unrealistic side of this undertaking. It also adds a flippant, playful tone to an otherwise often dramatic experience in a person’s (and a nation’s) life.

The other major motives for leaving Bulgaria are the political, philosophical and material aspects of the American dream. American mythology has turned the U.S. into a trapping culture. The American cultural image in Bulgaria has its rhetorical and symbolic foundations. These are determined on the one hand by political and economic facts and on the other, more significantly by conceptual, textual and visual fantasies of America. The massive invasion of American cultural icons, part of the general process of globalization, is responsible for the seductive aura of everything that is American
. These were specifically mentioned by my students as being crucial in the construction of their image of America, in response to the question: “How was your mental image of America created?” 

The achievement of “cultural literacy” is no longer the goal. It is being replaced by a new kind - “consumer literacy” of brand names and celebrity names. In a society in transition, such as the Bulgarian one, overfilled with references and images of American consumer culture, for many Bulgarians the U.S. remains the country of affluence and endless opportunities. 

Alongside the massive invasion of the American cultural production in the popular life, entertainment industry and leisure time in this country, another powerful factor in constituting the American image in Bulgaria has been the unique political rhetoric of the U.S.

The first immigrants viewed America as the biblical “city upon a hill” [Matthew 5:14], a “new Canaan”, another “Promised Land” {Genesis 13:14-15} - an association that has remained dominant in American literature and culture as a whole. The image of Exodus has evolved into a powerful metaphor for the American immigrant experience. 

The rhetoric of promise and homecoming that America has cultivated since the first arrival of the Puritans has evolved into a hope, a myth. It has become the language of America, the mythologized text of the U.S. that crosses borders. The promise of expansion, opportunity, speculation and enterprise, the appeal of open country and unmapped future that find their roots in the rhetoric of the Puritans remain a powerful magnetic force that drives immigrants to America. America’s advertising expertise has transformed the U.S. into an imaginary realm where everyone could become a pioneer.

The textual mode of a nation with a mission has been studied exhaustively in the now classic The Puritan Origins of the American Self and the American Jeremiad by Sacvan Bercovitch. He demonstrated to what extent the Puritan rhetoric has infused American culture.

… in sustaining their (the Puritan’s) rhetoric and vision, the latter-day Jeremiahs effectually forged a powerful vehicle of middle-class ideology: a ritual progress through consensus, a system of sacred-secular symbols for a laissez-faire creed, “a civil religion” for a people chosen to spring fully formed into the modern world – America – the first-begotten daughter of democratic capitalism, the only country that developed from the 17th to the 19th century into a wholly middle-class culture. (Bercovitch 1978, 27-28) 

Continuing this line of thought in his book Beyond Ethnicity Werner Sollors has argued that Puritanism developed the available rhetorical forms into a cultural matrix of the American destiny that could be used by those who envisaged America. Through the Puritan rhetoric, what he called the “theologizing experience” of immigration “found a compelling set of codes and images, a form, which immigrants and ethnics could fill with their own, varying contents and adapt to their own situations and expectations” (5-6). What the Puritan rhetoric achieved was to establish a common voicing of the dreams of escape, providing the colors for painting the varying pictures of different promised lands for each and every immigrant.

Being nurtured in the rhetoric of denial and confrontation in the years of utopian communism, living in the state of insecurity, disillusionment and dissent characteristic of the post-totalitarian years, no doubt the American rhetoric of bountifulness and consensus will seem tempting to the potential immigrants from Bulgaria. It is in this search for a valid alternative that they, in Baudrillard’s words, “enter the fiction of America, enter America as fiction.” (29) For, in his view, “It is, indeed on this fictive basis that it dominates the world” (29).

America at the time of the Bulgarian Revival
 and especially in the late 19th century came to symbolize freedom and democracy, progress, modernity, opportunity, good education, the emancipation of women. The image of America as constructed then is still alive more than a century later as my students’ observations revealed. America’s middle-class culture built on consensus, but allowing the voicing of dissent, its pluralism, active tolerance and ethnic diversity are the other major attractions for immigrants from Bulgaria.

Travel books
, of which there has been a boom recently, play a major role in sustaining the myth of America. Prominent Bulgarian writer Ivan Kulekov writes in his poetic travel notes that, indeed, “the only thing that has changed (in America) from the time when Aleko Konstantinov visited it, is that Chicago no longer stinks of blood.”
 Kulekov refers here to a famous episode in Konstantinov’s travelogue about the Chicago slaughterhouses as he saw them in the 1890s. 

The representation of America that emerges from the travel books in the 1990s and from part of my students’ responses to the questionnaire can be summarized along similar lines. What appear as the main values in American society are the opportunities for professional growth, the high standard of living, the generally positive attitude towards life, the fact that societal norms are clear-cut and that the law is observed in all cases. Kulekov and many others perceive America in the same way as our predecessors did more than a century ago. The image of America seems to have fossilized.

 Representative of this attitude is a poem by Ivan Kulekov, included in his travelogue:

I went to America, but I didn’t see it.

Because of the winds,

Or the deserts,

Or the infinity,

Or because I am from Bulgaria,

My eyes were brimming with tears.

So I could see America only

Through my heart.

And as I was to understand later,

It was blind.

So now the fool that I am, 

I will have to confess.

America, I love you,

Because I know – you are not for me.

You are for all.

To reiterate, America has appeared in the Bulgarian mind for more than a century now in four basic constructions: the humanist one, exemplified by Crevecouer’s image of “the American – this new man”; the political one, typified by Tocqueville’s view of the new republic; the existential one, focusing on America as a tabula rasa, a place and possibility for individual rejuvenation. To this is added the dominant image of America as a technical civilization.

Yet, there is a new aspect of this otherwise frozen image. In the responses of students and in the travel books America stands out as the contrasting Other to Bulgaria. Nowadays America appears not only as the “Promised Land”, but also as the complete antithesis of Bulgaria – the “dirty fairy tale”, the relation between the two being one not just of difference but of contrast. This contrast can be schematically represented by a list of antonymical pairs. Bulgaria is depicted as post-totalitarian chaos, misery, defeatism, hell, schizophrenia, transition versus America that stands for order, money, success, paradise, normality, stability, democracy. For Kulekov Bulgarian society is based on instincts, while the American one is based on rationality. Kalina Stefanova, a journalist, who visited the U.S. on a Fulbright grant, emphasizes that social status is not to be inherited, but to be achieved (47). There are only two distinct classes in America, that of the winners and of the losers. The U.S., as imagined by the authors of travelogues and potential immigrants, thus offers the opportunity of a “return” to a just and equitable society that is as yet non-existent in Bulgaria.

 Kulekov in a monologue of a man who wonders about his true identity, i.e. whether he is Ivan or John, notes that: “if I lose the competition, that’s the end of it, says Ivan/ If I lose the competition, that’s a new beginning, says John”, thus bringing into focus the defeatism and inclination to despair easily of Bulgarians as opposed to the now proverbial positive thinking of Americans. In writing about the characteristics of Americans in her travel book, Vesselina Sedlarska, also a journalist, says she envisaged the American as a separate biological species altogether. 

When contemplating whether to return home or remain in America, Kulekov concludes: “Should I return to Bulgaria, everything I have here will be converted into dreams.” He also brings into focus the fact that his fellow Bulgarians who have settled in the U.S. miss the very act of dreaming about America, now that they actually live in the country.

This, however, does not complete the concept of America as it emerges today. There is a duality, a contradiction in its representation, a love-hate relationship, which stood out clearly in my students’ answers. One of them wrote: “I imagine the USA as a coin with two sides. On one side is poverty and complete chaos, and on the other is the Garden of Eden, where people live in comfort and happiness.”

The roots of this two-fold perspective on America lie in the very duality of American life. In Baudrillard’s words: “America is neither dream nor reality. It is a hyperreality. It is a hyperreality because it is a utopia, which has behaved from the very beginning, as though it were already achieved. Everything here is real and pragmatic, and yet it is all the stuff of dreams too.” (28, my italics) 

America nowadays is imagined ambiguously by Bulgarians. A mysterious and fascinating promise clashes with the more pragmatic view of the U.S. as a corporate, consumerist machine. The U.S. is preeminently seen nowadays, after the recent wars in former Yugoslavia and on the Balkans, as a state with imperial ambitions for cultural and political hegemony. This particular view of America becomes very clear even at a brief glance at the publications in Bulgarian periodicals.

Dina Iordanova, who has examined the strong anti-American sentiments
 expressed in the Bulgarian press in the last decade of the 20th century, finds that:

 “Regular reporting on the U.S. is detached and disinterested, and whenever an attitude is taken, it is usually critical. Not much is left of the Bulgarian-American dream of the first post-communist years. The mid-90s are marked by a shift in attitudes, and now it is mostly disappointment that is revealed in Bulgarian media coverage of the U.S.” (75) 

Thus the image of America as “Promised Land” is tainted by its representation as a global

police force. To this representation of the U.S. in the media can be added my students’ conception of Americans as alienated, lonely, egotistical, living in a society of uniformity, cultural wreckage, with no moral values. An expression of anti-American sentiments is often to be found in immigrant stories on the Internet too. Here, in contrast to the travelogues and interviews in the media that typically feature the successful, those that have failed to fulfill the American dream can speak about their traumatic experience. In an e-mail
 entitled “A Dream Called America” a woman, who had won a green card in the lottery, confessed she saw herself trapped in a vicious circle. She felt disappointed with the American dream and considered returning home, but realized that people would laugh at her once she told them the truth: that she was running away from her miserable life in America. She is representative of the many critical voices of those for whom the U.S. has become a land of disillusionment and broken dreams. 

Even more powerful in its denial of the American dream is the recently published book White Niggah by Milena Fuchedgieva. The book is “disguised” as a letter from America, complete with envelope, two stamps with the American flag and the Statue of Liberty, respectively and the sign “priority mail” under the title. The title itself is written both in English and in Bulgarian, though the Bulgarian version could hardly convey the abusive, pejorative connotation of “niggah”. It, however, establishes an allusion to the words of a famous Bulgarian pop song from socialist times: “I want to be a Negro, a Negro from the state of Alabama.” The implication is that being black and living in the South of the U.S. was preferable to being white in communist Bulgaria. 

Combining the genre of the travelogue with that of social reportage and personal account Fuchedgieva, who has lived in the U.S. for a decade now, reveals the other side of the coin. The very choice of the title of her book: “white niggah” reveals Fuchedjieva’s misgivings at the new immigrants being treated as white slaves. What she finds particularly offensive is the voluntary ignorance of the Americans from “the pure white, Hollywood race” (17) of her homeland, and her roots which she tries to keep alive through her daughter. In her condensed, incisive style, Fuchedgieva touches on many poignant issues of contemporary American society such as racism, bigotry, exclusion and discrimination, the problems of inner cities, homeless people, the violence at schools, the right to bear arms, etc. She often resorts to allegory as for example in the chapter “Приказка за световната баба или Сития Бил” (“A Fairy Tale about the Universal Grandma or Bloated Bill”)
, where she rewrites the story of Little Red Riding Hood to convey the manipulative and cynical nature of American foreign policy. 

In her criticism of America Fuchedgieva is not original, for many similar voices of dissent both from within and without the U.S. have exposed the deficiencies of that society. The novelty lies in the fact that one of the “new” immigrants from Bulgaria expresses such a disapproving and intensely skeptical view of the U.S.

Despite her critical stance, Fuchedgieva admits that what brings together all living in the U.S. and what attracts those striving to “get in” is the “idea of America”, or rather the ideal of America and not its actual realization. She writes of the recycling of the American dream into objectives, which leads to its debasement, highlighting only the material aspect of this otherwise romantic and idealistic fantasy. She writes: “The objectives have attractive packages and good marketing, and children play with them from an early age.”(56) Children realize that there is no great difference between Lara Croft and real people, because “the life of each of them is an invention of some one’s imagination” (114), as “selling illusions is a profitable business” (109).  

Fuchedgieva’s book White Niggah is as much about debunking the American dream as it is an appeal to remain true to one’s roots and not to forget one’s origin. This links the book on the symbolic level with the Bulgarian movie Letter to America
, whose message is that the American dream, or at least some of its aspects, could find their realization in Bulgaria - an idea that has recently gained ground.

The story of the film is told through video correspondence between two friends who exchange digital letters. One of them, Kamen, a theatrical director and immigrant in New York, falls into a coma after a car crash. His closest friend, Ivan, is denied a visa from the American Embassy in Sofia and in his despair he sets on a pilgrimage looking for Kamen’s grandmother. She knows an old folk song, which as the legend has it, can rescue one from the clutches of death. On the road and in the old village in the mountains, Ivan meets different people and records their stories with his camera, hoping that he will have whom to send them to. The grandmother turns out to be dead, but the song is still alive and its power extends to America. The letter to America in this film is an old folk song that recalls the archetypal codes, such as the myth of Orpheus and the gift of his music to heal and to resurrect the dead. The old village Pirin becomes the symbol of all motherlands, that should be cherished, not renounced.

This epistolary movie shows in jarring contrast, at times in one frame, the pastoral picture of the river that passes through the village and the New York subway; the outlandish skyscrapers and steep mountain slopes in Southern Bulgaria; the frenzy of New York streets and the slow-motion quiet village life. By combining the genre of the documentary with that of the feature film and using actors as well as people from the village the movie contrasts the Other world, the American megapolis, symbolizing the American utopia and the small Bulgarian village, signifying anti-utopia. Critics of the film have found that the patriarchal mode of life in this village though obviously archaic and doomed has preserved its vital signs and the ability to send cultural messages to the dominant, universal civilization, as we have come to see America.
 This little fragment of Bulgarian life is presented as a genuine, cultural anti-utopia that validates Bulgaria as part of the Old World with its own stable values. 

Though it adds very little, if nothing, to America as imagined by Bulgaria, the film delivers a significant message about Bulgaria. In the end the migrating and utopian ego meets a symbolic death. The immigrant’s soul is resurrected in his homeland, where the main character is finally reunited with his beloved and makes peace with himself. With its optimistic ending what the film finally asserts is the possibility of choice whether to leave or stay and not the inevitability of escape. It implies the chance to make the American dream come true in Bulgaria, by accomplishing the American promise of rejuvenation and personal freedom. It seems that the metaphor of the fairy tale can remain valid for Bulgaria in another context, once the evil forces have been purged from this magic land. 

This brief review of the “letters to and from America” reveals an evolution of the concept of the U.S. and the deepening process of disillusionment and sobering up. The representation of America in Bulgarian texts is marked by ambiguousness and duality as many Bulgarians wake up to the reality of American life. While still remaining generally respectful of American democracy and its accomplishments, a process of disenchantment has begun. The American dream is still a potent impetus, but its mystery seems to have lost some of its appeal in search of the traditional values of the mother country. The period under consideration is now framed between two irrevocable events: the collapse of socialism and the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York. Only the distance of time will give us the full picture of the Bulgarian exodus in the last decade of the 20th century.

NOTES


1. This interview is mentioned in the Bulgarian weekly Капитал in an article dedicated to the Bulgarian restaurant “Mehanata” on Broadway in New York. ADDRESS: <� HYPERLINK http://www.capital.bg/2000-36/50-36-1.htm ��http://www.capital.bg/2000-36/50-36-1.htm�> (17 July, 2001)


2. This information I cite from Ива Рудникова “Gang Green,” Егоист 37 (февруари 2000): 37-38.


3. Ibid.


4. See for example the article in the newspaper Сега, 24 май 2001, 17-22.


5. For more detailed information about the NIS research see the daily newspapers Стандарт, 16 октомври 2001, 1 and Сега, 16 Октомври 2001, 1.


6. The Bulgarian Revival is considered to be the period between Paisii’s History of the Bulgarians, written in 1762 and the National Independence achieved in 1878.


7. I base this classification on an interview with Мария Стоилкова. Капитал, 6-12 октомври 2001.


8. This column started running in the weekly newspaper Капитал from August 1999. The expression “dirty fairy  tale” is borrowed from the title of the novel Германия – мръсна приказка (Germany – Dirty Fairy Tale) by Bulgarian writer and long-time immigrant Victor Paskov. For more information on the origin and the goals of this column see Капитал 34, 26 август1999 and Капитал  6, 12 февруари 2000.


9. Our Balkan, post-communist environment is suffused with American lifestyle products: paperback novels and self-help manuals, Hollywood blockbusters, popular music, fast food restaurants, soap operas and TV shows, in other words – all the signs of American popular culture exported throughout the world.


10. Knowledge about the U.S. at the time of the Bulgarian Revival was offered basically in three ways: first, through Bulgarian translations of American fiction, secondly, through the American Protestant missionaries in Bulgaria and thirdly, through the images of America in the Bulgarian Press. The role played by Bulgarian periodicals was “surprisingly great for its time” (Konev 81) The prominent intellectuals of the Bulgarian revival period such as K. Fotinov, G. Krastevich, P. Kisimov, L. Karavelov, P. R. Slaveikov and others first create the image of America in this country. See Ilija Konev. Bulgaria in the Spiritual Space of the Bulgarian Renaissance. (Sofia: St. Kliment Ohridski University Press, 1996) for a full examination of this period.


11. Some of the travelogues that came out in the 1990s and that perpetuate the image of America so far outlined are: Марко Семов, И за Америка като за Америка. (София: И.К. Пейо Яворов, 1991), Величко Андреев, Мозайка от САЩ. Как се забогатява, махалото и още нещо. (Пловдив, 1993), Калина Стефанова, Нюйоркчани. (София: Изд. Весела Люцканова, 1995), Пепа Витанова и Иван Кулеков, Америка – дъжд на морското дъно (София: Факел, 1995). Веселина Седларска, Мечтах за Мисисипи. (София: Български журналист, 1996). The list could be extended.


12. This book is published without page numbers.


13. The translation is mine.


14. Dina Iordanova examines two major anti-American sentiments in the 1990s and their representation in the Bulgarian press. One is based on the disappointment with the lack of U.S. involvement and genuine support for the economic and political changes in Bulgaria and the other evolves from nationalistic misgivings at the U.S. promotion of Turkish interests, interpreted as contrary to Bulgarian ones.


15. This letter is part of a series “ Мечта наречена “Америка’” consisting of immigrant stories that can be found on the following website:


<� HYPERLINK http://www.news.bg/america1/Marians ��http://www.news.bg/america1/Mariana Todorova mail.htm  �> (2 September 2001).


16. All translations from this novel are mine.


17. The film Писмо до Америка (Letter to America), written and directed by Iglika Trifonova, received 7 awards at the Festival for Bulgarian films “The Golden Rose” held 14-19 October 2000 in Varna. The film was nominated by the jury of the Bulgarian festival to participate in the category “Foreign Movie” for the American Academy Awards, but unfortunately failed to make it.


18. For a further in-depth analysis of the film see a conversation about it between Вера Найденова, Иван Стефанов, Иглика Василева, Юлия Йорданова и Людимила Дякова, “Отворено писмо за ‘Писмо до Америка’” Кино 2, февруари 2001 and also Юлия Йорданова, “Писмото като кино,” Култура  2, 19 януари 2001.
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