
Reviews 
when The TRivial is polirical 
SLAVENKA DRAKULIC'S HOW I SURVIVED COMMUNISM AND EVEN LAUGHED MOVES A . M . 
MENDOZA, JR. TO CONFRONT HIS RELATIONSHIPS- TO CAUSES; WITH COMRADES, AND HIS WIFE. 

How We Survived Communism 
and Even Laughed is a potent little 
book a n d D r a k u l i c is one powerful 
writer. The sources of potency: the 
engaged a t t e n t i o n to d e t a i l , the 
sense of h is tory , a n d the e loquent 
m i x o f t r i v i a a n d s u b s t a n c e . 
D r a k u l i c ' s work is effortlessly s u b 
s tant ia l . She examines s u c h mat
ters as r u n s o n p a n t y hose , the 
propriety of fur coats, do l l s , soups , 
the i n f i n i t e v a r i e t i e s of p o t a t o 
d i s h e s , w a s h i n g t u b s a n d m a 
ch ines , d r i pp ing c lo thes ' l ines , the 
a v a i l a b i l i t y of s a n i t a r y n a p k i n s , 
toi let paper , c o s m e t i c s a n d h a i r 
dyes, a n d of course, M E N . D r a k u l i c 
adds new a n d sharpe r teeth to the 
a p h o r i s m T h e persona l is po l i t i ca l . ' 
T h o u g h a c u t t i n g c r i t i que of so
c i a l i s m , How We Survived 
Communism does not s u c c u m b to a 
mind less , knee- jerk embrace of the 
'other ' s y s t em. 

The book hi t me h a r d because 
of two p e r s o n a l c o n n e c t i o n s . I 
spent a s u b s t a n t i a l t ime s t u d y i n g 
a n d a n a l y z i n g " a c t u a l l y e x i s t i n g 
soc i a l i sm" or realsozialismus from 
afar, w i thout s tepp ing on a square 
i n c h of s o c i a l i s t s o i l n o r u n d e r 
s t a n d i n g t h e i r na t i v e t ongues . I 
s imp ly took advantage of the flood 
of reveal ing mater ia l s e m a n a t i n g 
from the Soviet U n i o n , un l ea shed 
by glasnost. I d i d so in the quest 
for a n authent i c soc i a l i sm, a n d for 

a way to reform realsozialismus. In 
the process, I h a d to consu l t and 
u s e not o n l y s c h o l a r l y s ou r c e s , 
po lemical mater ia ls , and Party pro
paganda . 1 sought access to perso
n a l accounts , anecdotes, cartoons, 
a n d the l ike. Nonetheless, D r a k u 
l ic 's work is the first of its k i n d that 
I have encounte r ed—a 'grassroots 
feminist c r i t i que of c o m m u n i s m . ' 
Indeed it offers a different view. 

Mos t of the c r i t i ques of real
sozialismus 1 have r ead before 
D r a k u l i c were wr i t ten by men save 
for Ference Feher ' s a n d her co l 
l a b o r a t o r s ' Dictatorship Over 
Needs.' None of these cr i t iques , 
not even that of Feher and her col
leagues used the take-off point of 
D r a k u l i c — m i c r o - t r i v i a . A l l of them 
were m a c r o - c r i t i q u e s a n d were 
conce rned w i th s u c h s u b s t a n t i a l 
matters as ineff iciencies of centra l 
p l a n n i n g a n d b u r e a u c r a t i s m , as 
we l l as the s tu l t i f y i n g weight of 
pseudo-democracy . Shou ld these 
a c c o u n t s t u r n to e v e r y d a y li fe 
p r o b l e m s , they i n v a r i a b l y worry 
about food, apar tments , electric 
app l i ances , a n d cars . The samizdat 
i n t e l l e c t u a l s were wor r i ed about 
h u m a n r ights, part icular ly civi l and 
p o l i t i c a l r i gh ts . In the Bre zhnev 
years , they feared cons ignment to 
the insane a s y l u m or the psychia
tric ward. None were ever moved by 
D r a k u l i c ' s "petty" concerns. 

D r a k u l i c ' s s to r i es a l so evoke 
memories of the m a n y a n d frequent 
debates , q u a r r e l s a n d tiffs I had 
w i th Rosa l i e , my wife. We were 
b o t h p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i s t s b u t a s 
t h i n g s s t o o d t h e n , I w a s more 
pol i t ical ly involved t h a n she was. 
The ind ica tors : 1 o c cup i ed higher 
p o s i t i o n s i n the o r g a n i z a t i o n a l 
h i e r a r c h y , h a d m o r e r e s p o n 
sib i l i t ies , h a d to trave l a lot, a n d 
had to superv ise more act iv is ts a n d 
projects. F r o m the beg inn ing of our 
re la t ionsh ip , she was ever appre
hens i ve of my b e i n g a so - ca l l ed 
in te l l ec tua l a n d her n o n - U P - j u s t -
t h e - U n i v e r s i t y - B e l t pedigree"^. 
Despi te my c o n s t a n t a s s u r a n c e s 
that it w i l l not adverse ly affect our 
re la t ionship , my equa l ly cons tan t 
ha rp ing on her p r eoccupa t i on wi th 
w h a t 1 t h e n c o n s i d e r e d t r i v i a 
obviously gave a different s igna l . 

1 would nag her about the need 
to be concerned w i th "mat t e r s of 
consequence . " I w o u l d force her 
to read beyond her u s u a l fare (of 
w h a t 1 t h e n c o n d e s c e n d i n g l y 
cons ide red as ' female s tuf f ) a n d 
engage i n ser ious d i s c u s s i o n s w i th 
me. I w o u l d tell her tha t it was 
our d u l y to improve ourse l ves to 
the u tmos t in p u r s u i t of po l i t i ca l 
goals. B u t I d id not have to do a l l 
of these t h i n g s d u r i n g the ear l y 
part of o u r r e l a t i o n s h i p — t h a t is, 
when we were j u s t a coup l e a n d 
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not yet a family ; w h e n we were s t i l l 
on the r u n a n d not yet opera t ing 
above-ground. M y incarcerat ion and 
the a r r i va l of ou r first daugh t e r a l 
tered the tenor of ou r r e la t i onsh ip . 

A t yp i c a l s ou r c e of d isagree
m e n t i s t h e c o n f l i c t b e t w e e n 
pol i t ical work a n d what I cons idered 
tr iv ia l family a n d soc ia l ob l igat ions . 
O u r exchange wou ld invar iab ly r u n 
l ike so: She tel ls me that a wed
d i n g (bapt ism, b i r thday , wake , fu
nera l , hosp i t a l visit) i nvo l v ing my 
(her) r e l a t i ons (friends) is s c h e d 
u l ed o n a c e r t a i n date a n d tha t 
both of u s m u s t go. I tel l her that 
1 have a n impo r t an t (always) meet
i n g ( appo in tment , s t u d y s e s s i on , 
etc.) on the same day a n d therefore 
c o u l d no t m a k e it a n d so w h y 
s h o u l d n ' t she go by herse l f a n d the 
c h i l d r e n . She retor ts tha t 1 was 
also u n a b l e to make it to the previ
ous b a p t i s m , wake ; that 1 s h o u l d 
t ry to m a k e a n a p p e a r a n c e t h i s 
t ime a r o u n d . 1 flare u p a n d po int 
ou t (by shout ing) that i f one at ten
ded to so-cal led soc ia l ob l igat ions , 
t h en no t ime is left to do signi f
i cant po l i t i ca l work. I a lso r em ind 
he r s a r c a s t i c a l l y tha t w h a t 1 a m 
d o i n g w i l l u l t i m a t e l y r e d o u n d to 
the benefit of the F i l i p ino people, 
o u r re la t ions a n d f r iends i n c luded . 
E n d of episode. Force fu l male logic 
t r i u m p h s aga in . Never -mind that 
most of these ep isodes w o u l d o c cu r 
whi le 1 a m dr i v ing , my daughte r s 
i n the b a c k sea t e i t h e r i n r a p t 
a t t en t i on or feigned ind i f f e rence . 
Ta lk about d r i v ing dangerous ly . 

It is funny a n d t ru ly i ron ic that 
o u r p r e s e n t p e r s p e c t i v e s h a v e 
a l tered. I have t u r n e d deep into 
m y sel f a n d o u r n u c l e a r f ami l y , 
w h i l e R o s a l i e h a s r e i n v e n t e d 
h e r s e l f (and o u r r e l a t i o n s h i p i n 
the process) t h r ough N G O w o r k — 
light-years away from my own work. 
Af ter the fa l l of M a r c o s , Rosa l i e 
embarked on h u m a n rights work for 
seven long a n d dif f icult , yet f rui t fu l 
years . Away from me, she began to 
develop her own persona . A lmos t 
two a n d a ha l f years ago, she jo ined 
the staff of a n in t e rna t i ona l femi
n i s t o r g a n i z a t i o n . In the m e a n 
time, I res igned from the vice pre-

DRAKULIC EXAMINES 
SUCH MATTERS AS RUNS 
ON PANTY HOSE, 
THE PROPRIETY OF FUR 
COATS, DOLLS, SOUPS, 
THE INFINITE VARIETIES 
OF POTATO DISHES, 
WASHING TUBS AND 
MACHINES, DRIPPING 
CLOTHES' LINES, 
THE AVAILABILITY 
OF SANITARY NAPKINS, 
TOILET PAPER, 
COSMETICS AND HAIR 

DYES, AND OF COURSE, 

MEN. 

H O W WE S U R V I V E D 
C O M M U N I S M A N D 
E V E N L A U G H E D 

s idency of the F D C in Decembe r 
1 9 9 0 to a t t e n d to a p e r s o n a l 
agenda. ^ I had to finish my g radu 
ate s tud ies so I cou ld ga in tenure 
in the Univers i ty . I retreated into 
a s h e l l , i n t o a n i v o r y t o w e r o f 

theory, into a r e cons t ruc t ed rea l 
wor ld popu la ted by N ik i ta , Leonid, 
Bo r i s , a n d T a t i a n a Zas l avskaya , 
a m o n g m a n y o thers . The retreat 
worsened w i th the open spl i t i n the 
na t i ona l democrat i c movement in 
late 1992. After spend ing some ef
fort at tempt ing to help bu i ld a " th ird 
force" i n the "reaf f i rmists" versus 
" re j ec t i on is ts " debate, 1 reached 
a modus vivendi w i t h R o s a l i e . " 
T a k i n g s tock of ourselves and our 
family (which h a d grown to a full 
s ix i n 1991 w i th the ar r i va l of a son 
after three daughters ) , Rosal ie and 
I agreed that on l y one of u s can 
con t inue to be a n activ ist . It was 
d e c i d e d t h a t 1 s h o u l d f o cus on 
prov id ing for the family 's mater ia l 
r equ i rements w i th a house of our 
own as the most impor tant target. 
In t r u t h , the q u e s t for a house 
g raduated into a n obsess ion. 

In t h e p r o c e s s , 1 b e c a m e 
sel f ish. I wanted to have my family 
a r o u n d me. O u r d a u g h t e r s were 
growing u p a n d s ta r t ing to bu i ld 
lives of their own. 1 was dethroned 
as the " k i n g " of the fami ly when 
Ar lo arr ived. 1 begun to resent the 
t ime Rosa l i e spent for meet ings, 
c o n s u l t a t i o n s , out -o f - town tr ips , 
a n d the l ike. B u t she started tak
ing care of herself. She found the 
time a n d appetite for books, high
brow m u s i c , fine d in ing , crossword 
puzz l es , needle po in t a n d flower 
a r rangements . A n d yet, she sti l l 
managed to a t tend to family and 
soc ia l ob l igat ions adequate ly—PTA 
meet ings, comfort ing the bereaved, 
etc. She is even more so l ic i tous 
of my relatives. She cont inues to 
be more knowledgeable about the 
l ove l i fe a n d f a m i l i a l c i r c u m 
stances , hopes, a n d asp i ra t ions of 
our househo ld help and of course, 
of show biz personal i t ies . M y only 
conso la t i on so far is her inabi l i ty 
to d i s t i n g u i s h M i c h a e l K e a t o n 
from T o m H a n k s , B ruce Wi l l i s from 
C l i n t Eas twood a n d Sean Connery , 
or J u l i a Robe r t s f rom J u l i a O r -
m o n d , o r t h a t X-Files i s w i t h 
C h a n n e l 9 a n d not w i th C h a n n e l 
2, or that Joe T a r u c is wi th D Z R H 
a n d not D Z X L . 

please turn to page 47 
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ask me how I knew, but the chatter on the 
other line " sounded" l ike a he. Maybe i t 's 
instinct I have developed from years o f 
dealing with men, being patronized, and 
being treated, as a Russian woman friend 
said, l ike an " u n c o m p l e t e d m a n . " T h e 
person on the other line left me high and 
dry, but not without first sending me this 
long sermon about how things in the wor ld 
are really more complex than people from 
poor countries make it out to be. Bah. 

Then there was the incident in a chat 
room for th i r t y s ome th ing s where one 
chatter w h o m everybody referred to as 
" D o c " (how much more male can you get 
with a handle l ike "Doc t o r Dawgysty le " ) 
made the ignominous comment that with a 
handle l ike " M a n d a y a , " I probably come 
from a lost A f r i can tribe o f " insanites and 
inanites." I told h im the name's not A fr ican 
but Malayo-Po lyness ian , and asked h im 
what he meant by " insanites and inanites." 
It turned out he meant insan i t i es and 
inanities, and he said these applies to people 
in West A f r ica where people are k i l l ing each 
other for food whi le their presidents are 
vacationing in some ritzy resort. When I 
wouldn't let h im of f the hook on that, he 
simply ignored me. fhe rest o f the chatters, 
perhaps because they have exchanged 
" inanit ies" before, took the cue from the 
Doc. 

So the Internet is not e x a c t l y 
egalitarian, gender- or race-wise. Neither 
is the real wor ld . But this has not stopped 
u s — w o m e n and members o f m i n o r i t y 
g r oups—f rom c l a i m i n g our space and 
working to change the terrain. A n d what is 
cyberspace but another terrain o f power. 
In her book Nattering on the Net, Da le 
Spender, erstwhile feminist editor, now 
.self-confessed convert to the information 
technology makes a s imi lar , but better-
argued point. She said that the computer 
is not a toy, despite the be l ie f o f some 
people, and that cyberspace is the site o f 
wealth, power and influence now and in 
the future. Women, Spencer, said really 
have no choice but to take up the challenge 
of shaping a wor ld where cyberspace is a 
fact of life. 

In five months 1 gave gone from a 
completely illiterate Web browser to a fairly 
literate user and a gender- and race-sensitized 
chatter. I can't wait to see what happens in 
the next seven months. •) 

Drakulics,... from page 39 

S h e s p e n d s t i m e l i s t e n i n g t o 
t h e d r e a m s , p r o b l e m s , a n d v e x 
a t i o n s o f f r i e n d s a n d c o - w o r k e r s . 
W e d o n ' t s e e m to h a v e e n o u g h t i m e 
for a n d w i t h e a c h o the r . I d o n ' t t h i n k 
s h e h a s n e g l e c t e d m e , t h o u g h i n 
m y d a r k m o m e n t s 1 t h o u g h t s h e 
s o m e t i m e s d i d . 

H a s s h e c h a n g e d ? A p p a r e n t l y , 
s h e d i d ; b u t , i n t r u t h , I t h i n k s h e 
d i d n o t . S h e r e m a i n s i m b u e d w i t h 
a h u m a n i t y I c a n o n l y a s p i r e for , a 
h u m a n i t y t h a t m y b o o k s , a c a d e m i c 
d e g r e e s , a n d l o f t y i d e a s c a n n o t 
a u t o m a t i c a l l y p r o v i d e . H a v e I 
c h a n g e d ? A p p a r e n t l y t oo ; b u t , i n 
t r u t h , I m a y h a v e no t . I h a v e l oved 
t h e p e o p l e i n t h e a b s t r a c t a n d h a d 
v o w e d to s e r v e t h e m u n s e l f i s h l y . 
U p to n o w , I t h i n k I h a v e n o t b e e n 
a b l e to c a r e for t h e m i n t h e c o n 
c r e t e . 1 h a v e n o t b e e n a b l e to g ive 
m y s e l f f u l l y . I t h o u g h t I d i d w h e n 
I e n d u r e d t o r t u r e , i m p r i s o n m e n t , 
d e p r i v a t i o n , h u n g e r a n d s o l i t u d e , 
a n d p e r s e v e r e d i n w o r k . B u t i t 
l o o k s l i k e m o s t o f t h e t i m e , 1 h a v e 
s e r v e d f r o m a f a r , b y m y s e l f , r a t h e r 
t h a n w i t h c o m r a d e s a n d t h e 
p e o p l e . I t h o u g h t m y s e l f u n s e l f i s h , 
b u t t h i s w a s j u s t m y c o n c e i t . 

I s i t p r i n c i p a l l y m y m a l e - n e s s 
a n d h e r f e m a l e - n e s s w h i c h a c 
c o u n t s for t h e d i f f e r e n c e ? W e r e n ' t 
m o s t o f t h e s e l f l e s s m a l e 
c o m r a d e s a c t u a l l y e n g a g e d i n 
p o w e r g a m e s , e g o t r i p s , a n d 
s e l f i s h , p e t t y p u r s u i t s ? 1 c a n o n l y 
r e c a l l t h e r u s e s , t h e s u b t e r f u g e s 
I m y s e l f h a d to e n g i n e e r n o t f o r 
t h e b e n e f i t o f t h e ' e n e m y ' b u t f o r 
c o m r a d e s a n d s y m p a t h i z e r s . C a n 
I e v e r get r i d o f t h e n e e d l i n g n o t i o n 
t h a t f o r t h e m a l e , w h a t i s p o l i t i c a l 
i s a c t u a l l y t r i v i a l ? 

S h o u l d t h e r e b e a G r e a t W a l l 
b e t w e e n t h e p e r s o n a l a n d t h e 
p o l i t i c a l , b e t w e e n t e d i u m a n d 
s u b s t a n c e ? R o s a l i e h a s r e p e a t e d l y 
a d m o n i s h e d t h a t i t s h o u l d n o t b e 
t h e c a s e . T h a t I s h o u l d l e a r n t o r e c 
o n c i l e b o t h . T h a t i m p e r c e p t i b l e d e 
t a i l s a d d u p to m a g n i f i c e n t w h o l e s 
i n t h e l o n g h a u l . D r a k u l i c ' s w o r k 
i s R o s a l i e ' s l a t e s t v i n d i c a t i o n . ) 

Notes: 

1. F e r e n c e F e h e r et. a l . , Dicta
torship Over Needs: An Analysis of 
Soviet Societies, O x f o r d : B a s i l 
B l a c k w e l l , 1 9 8 3 . 

2 . U P i s f o r U n i v e r s i t y o f t h e 
P h i l i p p i n e s , t h e s t a t e u n i v e r s i t y 
w h e r e the " b e s t o f the b r i g h t e s t " of 
e a c h g e n e r a t i o n o f P h i l i p p i n e 
i n t e l l e c tua l s are s u p p o s e d l y bred . The 
U n i v e r s i t y B e l t , a . k . a . U - B e l t i s a n 
a r e a i n o l d M a n i l a do t t ed by pr i va te 
un i v e r s i t i e s a n d co l leges no t o r i ous for 
c h a r g i n g e x o r b i t a n t t u i t i o n f ees . 
In te l l ec tua l s n o b s genera l l y l ook d o w n 
o n g r a d u a t e s of U - B e l t s choo l s . 

3 . F D C i s F r e e d o m f r o m D e b t 
C o a l i t i o n , a p r o g r e s s i v e , m u l t i -
s e c t o r a l a n d p o l i t i c a l l y - p l u r a l i s t i c 
a l l i a n c e i n the P h i l i p p i n e s . 

4 . " R e a f f i r m i s t s " a n d " r e j e c t i o -
n i s t s . " In 1 9 9 2 , the P h i l i p p i n e n a 
t i ona l democra t i c m o v e m e n t was spl i t 
b e t w e e n t h o s e w h o a d h e r e to t h e 
C o m m u n i s t P a r t y p r o g r a m e n c a p 
s u l a t e d i n the d o c u m e n t , " R e a f f i r m 
o u r B a s i c P r i n c i p l e s a n d R e c t i f y 
E r r o r s " ( thus " rea f f i rmists" ) , a n d those 
w h o re jec ted t h i s ( re j ec t ion is ts ) . 
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