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Editorial: Communism/Postcommunism. Perspectives on Gender
Roxana-Elisabeta MARINESCU
The Bucharest University of Economic Studies
roxana.marinescu@rei.ase.ro
This issue of Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies set to explore the complex
relationship between ideologies and practices in different countries in Central and Eastern Europe
in communist times and in the postcommunist period, with an emphasis on gender constructs and
gender roles presumed and assumed in both the public and the private spheres. Starting from
already well-known publications in the field1, we aimed at enlarging the discussion and bringing
it up-to-date, by including some young researchers next to already established ones. Clearly, the
rapidly changing global social, political and ideological environment requires permanent updates,
constant revisions and context-based re-evaluations.
The articles accepted for publication bring diverse contributions to the large spectrum of
topics proposed. The authors recreated the communist and postcommunist gendered spaces and
proposed reflection subjects in a variety of directions subsumed to women’s rights, equal or
equitable representation or access to resources.
There are some similitudes throughout the region regarding the prevalent Marxist ideology
imposed at the end of the Second World War, with its presumed emancipating vision for women,
called to engage in multiple public functions, as a model labourer, devoted party activist and
effective political representative, as a result of their liberation from the capitalist family and work
constraints which up until then had favoured the male model. Of course, we need to see to what
extent this enlightened vision (at least in theory) embraced local particularities and how it managed
to reconcile sometimes conflicting realities. Some of these refer to an already established (if
sometimes sub-textual) emancipation of women – due for example to their substantial participation

1

See for example Gender Politics and Post-Communism (1993) with Nanette Funk and Magda Mueller as editors,
or Cinderella Goes to Market: Citizenship, Gender, and Women's Movements in East Central Europe (1993) by
Barbara Einhorn, Gail Klingman's The Politics of Duplicity: Controlling Reproduction in Ceausescu's
Romania (1998) or Reproducing Gender: Politics, Publics, and Everyday's Life after Socialism (2000), edited by
Susan Gal, Gail Klingman. In Romania, Mihaela Miroiu, Laura Grünberg, Enikö Magyari Vincze, among others, have
also brought valuable contributions to the field.
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in the war effort, sometimes even in the front lines (as in Albania or former Yugoslavia) or to their
contribution to their country’s economies (for example as farmers in rural pre-war Romania). At
the same time, this public productive role was superimposed on a private reproductive one and led
most often than not to a double burden (if not a multiple burden) stoically carried by women
throughout the communist period. Also, it is relevant to explore whether the new man/ omul nou
(!), the communist presumably gender-neutre ideal, was in fact so, or rather it embodied the same
masculine characteristics and patriarchal vision as in the previous epoch.
Gerard Weber’s article “I was both the man and the woman”: Gender stratification in
communist and post-communist Romania looks from an ethnographic perspective into the
gendering of work in communist times, followed by that of retirement in postcommunist years,
with an emphasis on the inequality towards women in both eras. This inequality stemmed from
gendered industrialization in communist times, with the feminisation of some industries (such as
the light industry, textiles, food producing, health and education), with lower pay and consequently
lower state pensions for the women who had worked in these industries.
The successive pension laws passed by the Romanian Parliament after 1990 were a clear
example of gender inequality as they included the provision that women should retire up to five
years earlier than men, due to their so-called double burden2. The general claim is that women are
“more tired” due to their double burden, thus need to retire earlier than men. In 2017, the Minister
of Labour proposed some changes regarding the pension law, offering early retirement by six years
for women with three children3 to the apparent satisfaction of the Romanian women who told the
Minister they would have more children to benefit from this law. Of course, these legal provisions
do not take into consideration obvious inequalities entailed in rights to promotion, for example, or
the actual size of the pension (calculated per number of worked years).
The Albanian women’s experience is treated by two authors in this issue of Analize: Erind
Mustafaraj who compares the situation of women before and after the Second World War (Outside
the Walls of Albanian Patriarchy) and Lula Lutjona, who develops another type of comparison:
between two of the harshest regimes in the Eastern bloc, Romania and Albania, and their treatment
of the propagandistic detraditionalization of gender in communism, followed by its

2

See for example Law 263/2010, which establishes the standard retiring age for women at 63 and for men at 65.
Cf. www.news.ro. 22nd August 2017. ‘Mamele cu trei copii s-ar putea pensiona mai repede’, available at
https://www.news.ro/social/mamele-cu-trei-copii-s-ar-putea-pensiona-mai-repede-vasilescu-mi-au-spus-femei-cavor-sa-mai-nasca-pentru-a-beneficia-1922402922352017082017163640, accessed on 22 December 2017.
3
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retraditionalisation in postcommunism (Gender and Traditional Values During and After
Communism: Detraditionalisation and Retraditionalisation in Albania and Romania (case study).
The specific case of Albanian women lies in the gendered nature of the fight against fascism in the
Second World War, with more than 500 women martyrs, which paved their way towards
emancipation and an escape from patriarchal practices. However, this is not entirely valid, as,
similar to the Romanian case, the roles of women in communism were purely symbolic and
unsubstantiated in reality. Moreover, in postcommunism, there seems to be a certain reversal of
women’s roles towards the private sphere (see their reduced participation in political and economic
institutions of the two countries). As the article mentioned above concludes, if detraditionalization
was only formal and propagandistic, retraditionalization could mean simply going back to the
period before communism, which is not possible, due to the historic global changes in the
meantime.
A similar pattern can be retraced to the situation of former Yugoslav republics, with a
consistent military involvement of their female population in the Partisan movement against
fascism, which led to a shift in the understanding of gender roles in (semi)communist times
(Veronika Tomova: Yugoslav Communism: Gender and Power Discourses in the Constituent
Republics). The emancipation of South Slav women was due to the important roles they played in
both World Wars and also due to some external factors (such as the implementation of the
Convention for Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women and the creation of the
Gender Task Force of the Stability Pact).
In the case of Romania, women faced a supplementary challenge in the latter period of
communism: that of having their reproductive role shifted to the production line: through the
infamous Decree 770/1966 women were called to participate with their wombs to the production
effort of the country. Reproduction was considered a duty to the country and the party, and
consequently an apparatus of supervision, control and imposition was set in place to ensure this
duty was fulfilled. The effects of this brutal state intervention into the private lives of its citizens
linger in the postcommunist period when the same power discourse can be heard: women have a
patriotic duty towards increasing the country population, although now the Party is replaced by
the Church.4 Moreover, anti-abortion laws have been proposed within a newly emerged neo-

4

An important Orthodox cleric held a speech at the March for Life in March 2017, in which he stated that each young
family should have three children – one for the mother, one for the father and one for the church and country (cf.
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conservative framework in postcommunism, but so far dropped after pressure from the civil
society5. Some of the articles and personal stories in this issue refer directly to this policy, while
others refer to it tangentially.
Mihaela Arsene’s article Haunting Impositions. Reproductive Policies looks into the
effects of the propagandistic gender equality policy (which was supposed to lead to the appearance
of the “New Soviet Woman” in the USSR) on the lives of real women who lacked the promised
state help to support their multiple roles. The same situation was encountered in Romania, where
the pronatalist policy was accompanied by a very precarious state support system of institutions
meant to cater for the new members of the socialist society: creches, kindergartens, schools,
hospitals, etc., all inefficient and not enough for the boom in births at the end of the 1960’s and
the beginning of the 1970’s. In postcommunist Romania, according to the author, “the
communists’ pro-natalist policies imposed on women have been replaced by anti-natalist policies
self-imposed by women themselves or by the harsh economic realities they live in”, opinion based
on informal reporting on perceived attitudes at and following hiring interviews. The author’s
conclusion is that an excessive reproductive policy in the communist period and a lack of such a
policy nowadays lead to similar outcomes for involved women, i.e. delayed motherhood.
One of the ways women assumed leadership roles to trigger change in their postcommunist
societies has been within the civil society, in non-governmental organisations. In Romania, we are
familiar with Laura Grünberg’s work6, who documented the birth and development of AnA, one
of the main postcommunist NGOs. As Laura Grünberg says, although at the beginning of the
postcommunist period, the local organisations focused on imposed normative needs, brought to
the fore by international organisations mostly through financial means (as they were the ones
Mediafax 2017, Marșul pentru viață, http://www.mediafax.ro/social/galerie-foto-video-marsul-pentru-viata-2017-incapitala-si-sute-de-orase-din-romania-si-republica-moldova-nu-s-ar-prabusi-romania-daca-toate-tinerele-familii-aravea-macar-cate-trei-copii-16208166, accessed on 22 December 2017).
5
A new abortion law was proposed in 2012 by the (former) Democratic-Liberal Party (PDL), a member at the time of
the Popular Parties Group in the European Parliament. The proposed law conditioned abortion by compulsory
counselling and a period of consideration of up to five days before the procedure. The proposal was criticised as in
the specific situation of Romania, it would have led to the impossibility of going on with the procedure for a
considerable number of women who lacked the knowledge and the resources to access the state services repeatedly to
complete it.
More recently, there were discussions in the Romanian Parliament regarding the impossibility of a woman to seek
legal abortion without the consent of the conceived embryo’s father (cf. Realitatea TV, ‘Femeile însărcinate nu vor
mai putea face avort fără acordul tatălui’, 14th February 2017, available at https://www.realitatea.net/femeileinsarcinate-nu-vor-mai-putea-face-avort-fara-acordul-tatalui_2032806.html, accessed on 22 December 2017).
6

Grünberg, L. (2008), BiONGrafie. AnA – istoria trăită a unui ONG de femei. Polirom, Iași.
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founding the local NGOs, and therefore tried to push their own agendas), only some of the items
on these agendas addressed local women’s real needs (concerning for example, the need to protect
women from different types of violence). Other items did not seem important at the time (such as
sustainable development, gender capacity building), but when transposed into a programme and
translated locally, they proved to be beneficial on the long run.7
In this issue of Analize, we have included Andrada Nimu’s article Women and Work in the
Civil Society Sector - The Case of Romania and Poland, which deals with the gendered work in
NGOs in Poland and Romania, meaning that the women in these organisations needed to adapt to
a flexible work style within a feminized field, with great fluctuations in income due to volatile
funding. At the same time, this means specific leadership roles, styles and strategies in
communication and decision-making under all kinds of pressures from stakeholders. The
differences between the two countries is seen as stemming from their communist experience, with
Poland more proactive in its anti-communist organised struggle (such as within Solidarity
movement in the 1990’s), in which women were involved. Thus, if in the postcommunist time, in
Romania women started from scratch, with no experience, no resources and relying mainly on
Western feminists met via the academia, in Poland, they built on previous experience and were
separated mainly through their links to the Catholic church and position towards reproductive
rights. In terms of features, in both countries women in NGOs were found by the author of this
article to use the same kind of mentoring strategies, support mechanisms based on interpersonal
relationships, encouraging staff and volunteers to assume responsibility and work-sharing to cope
with difficulties in funding and organisation of activities.
An interesting point regards what the author calls the second generation of Romanian
feminists, who “challenged the institutionalized and formalized ways of organizing and were more
involved at the grassroots level.” She also mentions a shift in the type of work women’s NGOs are
currently involved in: “The organizational type (mostly bureaucratic) that women’s NGOs

The original quotation is below: ” AnA și în general ONG-urile s-au axat mai curând pe acele nevoi impuse normative
de comunitatea internațională, pe nevoile ”știute dinainte”, translatate sau impuse de lumea occidentală venită după
1989 să civilizeze Europa de Est. Uneori, aceste nevoi coincideau cu cele de pe teren (de exemplu, nevoia de protecție
a femeilor supuse violențelor de tot felul). Alteori, erau tipuri de nevoi (dezvoltare durabilă, capacitare etc) care nu
păreau prioritare, dar care erau bine transpuse într-un program, nu puteau face decât bine grupului social respectiv.
Însă indifferent de tipul de nevoi la care ne referim este vorba despre nevoi văzute, înțelese și chiar trăite ce capătă o
altă dimensiune decât stricta clasificare din buchea unei cărți.” (Grünberg, 2008: 71)
7
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developed throughout the years in Romania and the strategic orientation (educational, self-help)
has been turning its point in the last couple of years to a more collectivist, cultural approach.”
This view rhymes to a certain extent with that of Florin Poenaru who in a recent book8
expressed his regret that Romanian postcommunist feminism has only been capable of producing
PhD theses and policy briefs from within the academia or NGOs and to submit projects and publish
research reports, and has been incapable of producing a real ideology of emancipation. (Poenaru,
2017: 266) The cause is found in the lack of real Marxist feminism (just individual feminists), as
postcommunist Romania favoured a neo-liberal anti-communist discourse. Poenaru confirms
Nimu’s view in that Romanian postcommunist feminism appeared and has developed within an
academic framework, all self-claimed feminists come from an academic environment, with almost
no grass-root level activists who had started bottom-up. (Poenaru, 2017: 265-266) Nevertheless,
Mihaela Miroiu9 believes that these marxist, anti-globalist Romanian feminists, in permanent
updated exchange through social media and transnational free movement to a larger global
movement of the same type, will eventually create bonds with neo-liberal Romanian feminism.
This will happen, according to Miroiu, as a common reaction to populist Western trends and the
real temptation of populist illiberalism in Europe. (Miroiu, in Stan; Vancea, 2017: 123-124)
Oana-Maria Mazilu’s article The Representation of Women in Cinema Magazine
Advertising considers the ways in which women were depicted in Cinema Magazine (1968-1974),
the only film magazine published in communist Romania between 1963 and 1989. Of course, in
advertising in communist Romania, the capitalist principles of free market and consumerism had
to be adapted to the communist economy, strictly controlled and working on five-year plans.
Especially that the products or services advertised were local ones, and so were the advertising
companies and the models used. The ads analysed in this article mostly emphasize women’s
domestic roles (housewife, mother), although within an emancipating paradigm (see the modern
clothes and the ads captions), although there are some which favour a more glamorous image of
women. All in all, advertisements seem to promote rational consumption rather than competitive
purchasing, with women as main images for the products advertised.

Poenaru, Florin. (2017), Locuri comune. Clasă, anticomunism, stânga, Tact, Cluj.
Miroiu, M. (2017), ‘Despre femei, feminism și democrație’, in Stan, L.; Vancea, D. (eds), România postcomunistă,
Polirom, Iași, pp. 109-132.
8

9
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Also about women’s representation in the media is Ana Mizil’s article (Princess Bodies,
Commodities for the Wicked. A Marxist Reading of Disney's Animated Movies), which proposes a
Marxist reading of Disney’s princess culture, starting from Marx’s understanding of commodity
and examining women’s bodies as a symbolical space of power and ideology. The qualitative
analysis on characters Ariel and Rapunzel in The Little Mermaid (1989) and Tangled (2010) shows
that they both represent “a value in use” (to use Marx’s words) for other characters. As young
women, they are manipulated by older women, who are only interested in either getting back their
lost looks or extracting political power from ruling men.
A separate section of this issue of Analize is entitled Lived Stories. Told Stories. Personal
Notes on Communism/Postcommunism and it is dedicated to personal narratives which connect the
two epochs through the voice of their authors. Daniela Drăghici (A Personal View of Women's
Sexual and Reproductive Lives in Romania) and Mihaela Arsene (Motherhood in Romania under
Communism: A Personal Perspective) evoke the communist period and their reaction when faced
with the consequences of Decree 770/1966. Mariana Nicolae presents her view on gender in
contemporary China from a Romanian postcommunist perspective, which she crystallized with the
occasion of two visits to China and numerous readings (Gender Issues in Today’s China – A
Glimpse from Post-Communist Romania). This section brings a personal touch to the academic
perspective and puts an accent of authenticity to the realities of communism and postcommunism
respectively.
There are two book reviews included: Familia în România între social şi politic. O
incursiune diacronica pluridisciplinară. Anca Dohotariu (coord.), Ed. Universității din Bucureşti,
Colecția Gen, politică & societate, 2017 and Women’s Lives Around the World. A Global
Encyclopedia. Susan M. Shaw (general ed.) and Nancy Staton Barbour, Patti Duncan, Kryn
Freehling-Burton and Jane Nichols (eds.), ABC CLIO Greenwood, 2018. These are brand new
publications, which we invite you to read and reflect upon. If the first book, a collective volume
of essays, deals with different aspects of the family in Romania since the 19th century to the present
times, the second one offers a transnational feminist and intersectional perspective over women
and their lives in 150 countries and territories around the globe.
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Finally, as a coordinator of this issue of Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies,
I would like to express my gratitude to all contributors, reviewers, editors, and assistant editor,
who made Communism/ Postcommunism. Perspectives on Gender possible. A special thank you
to Laura Grünberg for her constant support and to Ana-Maria Despoiu for all the work done to
make sure this issue is ready for publication.
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“I was both the man and the woman”: Gender stratification in
communist and post-communist Romania
Gerard A. Weber
Department of Social Sciences, Bronx Community College Of the City University of New York
Gerard.Weber@bcc.cuny.edu
Abstract: This paper examines the recent history of gender stratification in Romania. Based upon
research among working-class retirees in Galaţi, it juxtaposes the gendering of work in the
communist period with that of retirement in the post-communist years. That women were burdened
with labor in the domestic realm and either, or sometimes both, the agricultural or industrial sectors
during the communist period only to enter protracted poverty when they retired after 1989 is
underscored, the life histories of two women illustrating this process. One is of a woman who
labored in textiles while raising children all but alone because her husband held work outside the
city. The other is of a woman who conducted agriculture while also caring for the household. Both
women suffered physically from the work they performed, but the demands also had psychological
ramifications. The textile worker describes feeling pressure to ensure that she reared children who
would not become vagabonds, while the other reflects on the anxiety that she suffered attempting
to do all her work. A key point that emerges from these life histories is that women arguably braved
even more intense expectations than men upon their work lives. Greatly exacerbating this injustice
was the fact that women were never compensated for waged labor at the same rates as men, and
their household tasks were never remunerated at all. In addition to the lower pay, women accrued
smaller pensions than men if they earned one at all. Retirement in the post-communist has as a
result been crushing particularly to women. They have not had the income to manage expenses in
a rapidly changing economy. This has made it difficult for women to bear the costs of necessities,
and it impels them to engage in range of strategies that often heighten the stress that poverty
already generates.
Keywords: gender inequality; work; retirement; pensions; communism; post-communism.
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Introduction
“Oh, woe is me, how am I going to manage,” were words you would not hear from her
mouth, Raluca1 told me during an interview in the year of her retirement from a strenuous, threedecade career in the textile industry. I had invited her to participate in the interview, which was
part of my research as a doctoral candidate in anthropology on the lives of retired people during
the post-communist period in Galaţi, Romania, a city that was undergoing steep industrial decline.
By those words, Raluca explicitly meant she could handle the adversity that had come to typify
life in Romania just as she had dealt with the many exigencies she had faced coming of age,
building a career and raising a family during the communist period. But her statement spoke of
more than hardiness in trying times. It also reflected the fact that being a working-class woman,
both in the communist period and in its aftermath, had not been a carefree experience, even for a
person of some means like her. And it furthered my knowledge of the differences between
women’s and men’s lives in Romania.
This paper explores the lives of working-class women like Raluca in both the communist
and post-communist periods in Galaţi. My primary goal is to shed light on gender inequality in
both eras. I show that women of working-class background, despite significant variation within
their ranks, were encumbered by a staggering amount of work in different sectors of the economy
under communism. In other words, they strove through a hefty double burden. Although this is not
to say that working-class men were not as well compelled to complete daunting work tasks in both
historical periods, particularly when it came to constructing and operating heavy industry, the
pressures faced by women were arguably even more intense due to the fact that many household
duties were their responsibility more than men’s, even as they devoted themselves to work in
industry or cooperative farming. Magnifying this imbalance further, women were never paid as
much, nor ever received the same bounty of retirement benefits, as men, which greatly contributed
to the feminization of poverty among working-class pensioners that I observed firsthand during
months of research. A central response to these conditions, as I have already shown with Raluca,
has been to bear the weight with considerable fortitude, even being driven at times by a sense of
moral obligation. The impact has been far-reaching, women of working-class background in

All names used in this text are pseudonyms. I have also altered some details of people’s backgrounds in order to
protect their identities.
1
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Romania suffering from various health conditions to a greater extent than their counterparts in
western European societies.
Gender at the cusp of revolution
When the communist period began in the late 1940s, the majority of people in Romania –
76.5% in 1948 (Montias 1967:29) – lived in rural areas, and most of them worked in agriculture,
industrial development having commenced to only a limited extent in a few urban areas (Brezeanu
and Munteanu 1972:142-144). Their day-to-day lives were insecure due to very modest material
conditions, especially in the southern and eastern regions of the country, which had been
historically shaped by different imperial authority than in Transylvania and other parts of western
Romania (Hitchins 1994:338-345). Equipment for conducting agriculture – e.g., tractors, ploughs,
combines – was not widely available (Berend 1985:194-196), requiring people to use their own
labor and simple tools to work the land. This included women, who participated in agricultural
work as much as men (Scurtu 2003:157-158).
Access to health care services was negligible for rural dwellers in this period. Very few
physicians served the population, and village inhabitants had little or no income to spend on
consultations and treatment (Gheorghiu 1937, cited in Scurtu 2003:169, Golopenţia and Georgescu
1941:268-287, 290). Consequently, it was very common for women to give birth at home with at
most the assistance of a midwife who lacked formal training (Scurtu op. cit.:157), and people
depended heavily on home remedies to treat ailments, which they often attributed to supernatural
forces (Kligman 1977). The lack of availability of health care services, a nutritionally inadequate
diet and overwork contributed to a comparatively high rate of infant mortality and low life
expectancy. In the late 1930s, on average there were 17.6 deaths per 100 live births, a figure that
was higher even than in some other Balkan countries, including Albania and Yugoslavia. Life
expectancy was 42 years in 1932 and between the two world wars remained eight years below the
rates of many other European societies (Şandru 1980:15, 203).
Although work in agriculture was carried out by men and women (as well as children),
other tasks were strictly gendered, according to some scholars. Scurtu, for example, describes men
performing (op. cit.:157-158) tasks outside – cutting wood for heating and cooking, looking after
domesticated animals and repairing broken equipment – while women were occupied with
activities indoors – cooking, spinning cotton into thread that they wove into apparel and other
fabrics, and cleaning. Harsanyi largely concurs with this depiction of work in peasant communities
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in Romania, stating that “[t]he woman is responsible for work in the home, the bearing and raising
of children. The man is the provider whose main work lies outside the home” (1993:39-40). She
elaborates on this portrayal by probing the ideas that accompanied it. Rural women were viewed
as “[e]motionally weaker” and “naturally inclined toward the ‘non-rational’” while men were seen
as “aggressive, emotionally independent, and sexually demanding.” Due to this, tasks that were
emotionally and, I would add, spiritually significant – “birth, baptism, wedding, bringing up
children, illness, death” – were relegated to women and gave them “a kind of power” (op. cit.:40)
These accounts of the gendered division of labor in the period immediately prior to the
onset of communist rule, though instructive, are likely too general, interpersonal, familial and
regional variation debatably abounding for many reasons. The divide in them between public and
private spheres may to a degree be more stereotypical than real, an argument I base predominantly
upon life histories I gathered of people born in the interwar period. For example, Victoria, a woman
I came to know particularly well who was born in a Moldavian village in the thirties, described the
at times backbreaking work both in- and outdoors she was made to perform as a teenager in
addition to toiling in the fields with hoe, sickle and other handheld implements. She made rugs
from hemp, an arduous process involving many steps, and cultivated silk cocoons, details of which
I present elsewhere (Weber 2014). I learned from this one woman’s life history alone that a
straightforward division between outdoor and indoor did not appear to so easily characterize rural
women and men’s work. Still, Scurtu and Harsanyi are accurate in saying that women and men
were socialized to perform quite different tasks and to spend time in gender-divided social milieux.
These divisions continued – and emerged in new forms – under communism.
Gender and Communism
Party leaders enacted a series of socially and economically transformative policies with the
ascendancy of communism. One of the most ambitious was the commitment of government
revenue to education. According to one anthropologist, it resulted in an approximately 300%
increase in people’s enrollment in primary and secondary schooling from 1938 to 1960 (Kideckel
1993:83), all but eradicating illiteracy, which was still very common especially among girls and
women in rural areas during the interwar years (Hitchens op. cit.:344, János 1998:98-99).
Substantial growth of post-secondary education in science and technology also ensued, affording
thousands the opportunity to be trained in engineering, metallurgy, machine-building, agriculture,
chemistry, mathematics, physics, medicine and related fields (Gilberg 1975:97-118).
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Women as well as men, including many from rural areas, saw their lives transform as a
result of this investment. Raluca, the woman who spent her career in textiles, was sent in her youth
from her village to live in the district capital, so that she could earn a high school diploma, later
moving to Galaţi to attend a technical school. This gave her the skills to eventually become
occupied in textiles. Many other women of rural background not only in Romania but also in other
countries of eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union were similarly educated, which led to an
increase in the participation of women in the labor force across the region (Scott 1976:72-93). This
process was, however, gendered, women and men being coached in fields deemed appropriate to
their natures, which meant in the case of Romania that women became skilled in especially large
numbers in health care, education and accounting (Wolfe Jancar 1978:13). A similar configuration
existed throughout the Soviet bloc, large percentages of women being schooled in health services;
finance; education; culture and art; trade; administration; and agriculture and forestry, while in
many of those countries women were trained in comparatively small percentages in
communications; science and scientific services; industry; housing and construction; and
transportation (Wolfe Jancar op. cit.:21). Women who did undergo training in industrial
manufacturing in Romania became employed in light industries, such as textiles, food processing
and cosmetics (Moskoff 1978:449), a path that women also followed in other eastern bloc
countries. In Bulgaria, for example, the largest percentage of women trained in industrial skills
worked in textile manufacturing, leather- and shoemaking, publishing and food processing, far
fewer taking up positions in electrical engineering, metallurgy, fuel refining, machine production
and woodworking (Wolfe Jancar op. cit.:24).
Technical training of women was by no means universal in Romania, however. Women
instead continued in large numbers to labor in non-technical capacities in agriculture, so much so
that by 1970 nearly 66% of women active in the labor force worked on cooperative farms while
only 17% were employed in industry, making farming a distinctly feminized sector of the economy
(Ionescu 1973, cited in Cernea 1978:112). Men did, however, continue to participate in agrarian
labor in their villages when they were not at work in factories near cities since they still lived in
the countryside and often commuted daily to those jobs. This took place because cities did not
have the housing and urban infrastructure that would have allowed rural families to settle in at the
same time as employment in manufacturing surged (Moskoff op. cit.:443). Thus, people’s
connection to rural life remained strong even though the formation of a new social class structure
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was under way, a pattern observed at the time in other eastern European countries as well. (See,
e.g., Creed 1998, Halpern 1956, and Simić 1973.)
The wages and retirement benefits associated with these different fields of employment
reflected the priorities of the communist government. A strong commitment to industrialize the
economy, despite resistance from some members of the Comecon (Montias 1964), was coupled
with the distribution of substantially higher salaries (Cole 1976:254-256), as well as more generous
pensions (Ghimpu, et al. 1998), for occupations in industrial manufacturing. Sectors of industrial
employment that were feminized were less well paid and came with less substantial retirement
benefits than those populated by men (Wolfe Jancar op. cit.:25-28), echoing the lower importance
associated with work women performed. As a result, women in general lost out relative to men in
the communist economy, earning lower wages and accruing less lavish pensions. On top of this,
women continued to carry out the bulk of household labor, including raising children, cooking and
cleaning for no compensation because the Romanian state never set up a scheme to extend income
for domestic labor just as it did not invest sufficiently in childcare facilities. Men did, though,
participate in cultivating the small plot of land accorded rural families by the state and helped out
on cooperative farms especially during the harvest (Cole op. cit.:257-258). This structure held
steady despite some effort to entice men to engage in household labor to help out their wives
(Massino 2010). Lying behind such endeavors was an ideology of gender parity associated with
the construction of a communist society. Those efforts were largely unpersuasive, the majority of
household work remaining women’s duty, a conclusion to which other researchers of the region
have also come (Ghodsee 2017:109).

Ethnographic Perspectives
The two women I have already introduced illustrate well the imprint of the social and
economic transformation of Romania during the communist period upon working-class women.
Born in the late 1940s, Raluca, the textile worker, offered a rich account of her life, including many
details of the work she performed over many decades. She began her career in textiles, got married
and started having children in the late 1960s. Her husband was frequently absent from home due
to his occupation in the housing industry, which regularly sent him to other parts of the country
for several months at a time. “You can imagine what this meant,” she insisted, continuing with “I
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was both the man and the woman because I was mostly alone. It was really difficult…I took care
of the children and everything else.”
She and her husband had two children, a daughter and a son, to whom she dedicated herself,
devoting considerable time and energy to their upbringing: “I took care of them. To me the most
important thing is family, children…You can even be unhappy in your marriage, but if you have
children, you have to stay with them and raise them.” She continued:
“I worked to be sure that I did not produce children who would be a cost to
society…because, later on, when they grew older, I knew that society would condemn
me if this had happened, saying that I did not know how to educate and raise children.
Have you seen people who are thieves, vagabonds? Society condemns the mother
because of how they’ve become, saying that she did not know how to educate them…”

Harboring this strong sense of accountability, Raluca went so far as to instruct her children
in how to do farm work, which she continued to occasionally perform even though they lived in
Galaţi. “I would say to them ‘we must go to the fields and hoe so that we will have food to eat.’”
She continued with “I raised them in the ‘cult of work.’ I didn’t coddle them, saying ‘oh, I see your
little hands are hurting you.’”
Meanwhile, her occupation in textiles consumed a substantial amount of time and energy.
Raluca regularly worked the nightshift, telling me that that was “what we women did.”2 Added to
this punishing schedule was an unhealthy work environment, Raluca describing being surrounded
by dust, lint and loud noise and regularly handling lubricants that were noxious. Promotions
ultimately led to her becoming an inspector of textile mills, a position that was also very
demanding. Although she earned a living wage, which was the case for most people under
communism, and accumulated a better-than-average pension, the impact upon her health of all the
work in combination with other circumstances, particularly the austerity of the 1980s that reduced
revenue for the health care system, appeared to be considerable. When I met her, she was in her
fifties and suffered from cardiovascular problems, a thyroid condition, rheumatism and
osteoporosis. She believed her illnesses were the result of the difficulties and anxiety she had
experienced raising children more or less on her own and working in the textile industry.
2

I never learned who looked after the children while she worked at night. It is unlikely that it was her mother because
she lived at some distance, making such an arrangement impractical. Her children did likely spend summers at the
grandmother’s home in the countryside, however, a practice that was customary in Romania at the time.
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Victoria, the woman who was born in the interwar period, remained in the countryside until
the 1980s, when she was in her forties. Her life followed a very different trajectory than Raluca’s,
yet, to reemphasize, it was even more representative of rural women’s experiences under
communism than Raluca’s. Victoria completed only four years of school, which all but destined
her for a life in agriculture and domestic work. Her husband also followed a well tread path,
commuting to Galaţi for years for work in the steel manufacturing plant.
Among Victoria’s many accomplishments were raising three children; working on the
local, cooperative farm; tending to the household garden; keeping the home in order; preparing
meals; looking after her husband’s grandmother (who for a time resided with them); and building
the home in which they lived. She had conflicting sentiments about of all the work she had
accomplished. On the one hand, she was very proud of having shown to others that she was not a
“lazy, good-for-nothing person,” characterizing a typical day in her life in the village in the
following manner:
“I would come home [from the fields in the early morning] and look through the
window to see if the kids had gotten up. If they weren't up, I would again return to the
fields and finish what I needed to do on that day. After that, I would come home, the
kids would be a mess, so I would clean them and change their clothes. I’d send them
outside, spread a blanket under a tree in the courtyard, and I’d feed them. After that,
I’d go inside to clean up after the kids, and after that I’d stick my legs in the clay, mixing
it with water using my feet. In winter, the water was really cold. It would ‘cut me’ on
the legs. From this I would make wattle.

On the other hand, she became worn down by the unrelenting nature of her responsibilities.
As a result, the work began to have an impact on her mental health, which she described in the
following way:
When I’d come home [from the fields], I’d have so much to do with the kids. You can
imagine how I’d find them at home. They were young, one was two years old, the other
three. I began to receive treatment in order to keep things together because I was
agitated all the time and upset over the direction my life had taken. I didn’t have anyone
to complain to so I kept it all inside of me and it really began to eat me up... So I went
to the doctor, who told me I needed to calm myself down. I didn’t have anyone to tell
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my problems to. There was no one to talk to about all of the things that were bothering
me, and since I couldn’t take it anymore and was just complaining to myself, the doctor
gave me pills.

But her suffering went beyond the psychological. She also experienced a number of
physical ailments, including a ruptured disc in her spinal column, that caused her severe pain in
her lower back and upper thigh. This became much worse when she fell on ice one winter,
displacing a disc in her spine and leaving her immobile for some months. Through the intervention
of medical professionals in Bucharest, she was able to get back on her feet; however, the pain
resurfaced from time to time.
Victoria’s life in the countryside ended when an apartment became available for her family
in Galaţi in the 1980s. She was eager to find a job because she said she was aware of the security
provided by a pension.3 Yet her husband was opposed to the idea, saying he preferred that she stay
at home to look after the children and because of her health. Consequently, she never worked for
wages outside the home, which she regretted. Still, when I asked how she felt about leaving the
village, she said she did not miss it at all because living there had exacted too much from her.
Much can be learned from these vignettes of the lives of two Romanian, working-class
women who lived through the communist regime. We discover the effort and time expended on
work in a range of activities: household reproduction for both of them, Raluca adding industrial
labor and Victoria work on a cooperative farm. More than the amount and intensity of work is
revealed, however. The fragments also expose the ideologies that shaped the work lives of
working-class women under communism. A central one was that women were responsible for
parenting and carrying out domestic tasks, both of which they had to perform well if they wanted
to avoid opprobrium cascading down on them. We see this in Raluca’s apprehension about being
“condemned” for producing vagrants and in Victoria’s desire to shun the characterization of
“good-for-nothing.” This ethnographic evidence is a reminder of the power of widely held ideas
to propagate gender inequality in spite of the advancement of an emergent, alternative ideology of
women’s emancipation from traditional roles and adopt a new position within the political
economy of communism. In the end, it becomes clear that uprooting long-standing beliefs about

3

It is hard to know with certainty how aware she was at the time of the value of having a pension or whether her
awareness emerged after the revolution, when she experienced the hardship of living without a pension.
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women’s and men’s places within society and sowing new ones faced certain resistance during the
communist years even if they were not completely unshakeable.

Gender and Post-communism
The gendered distribution of labor under communism had more than the immediate
implications exemplified in the lives of Raluca and Victoria. It also had very longstanding ones
that even today, greater than a quarter century since the end of communist rule, are daily felt. As
already underscored, the feminization of poverty among working-class retirees is one that I have
repeatedly witnessed in Galaţi during anthropological research in the city from 2004 to 2015. This
observation corresponds with those documented in the post-communist period by various scholars
of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union (e.g., Funk 1993, Kligman 1994, Fodor 2002,
Fodor et al. 2002, Kideckel 2008:204-207) although it requires some qualification due to the fact
that the post-communist period has by no means been uniform. Phases of relative economic
growth, as in the middle of the first decade of the 21st century in Romania, and periods of economic
dissolution, as during the global financial meltdown beginning in 2008, have had ramifications on
working-class pensioners. For example, austerity measures, such as an increase in the value-added
tax from 19 to 24%, that were put in place following the onset of the 2008 “crisis,” as it came to
be widely known, in order to raise revenue to pay off foreign creditors, had a negative impact
especially on the most vulnerable, who could not easily evade their reach. At the same time, some
have altogether been shielded to at least a degree from such economic headwinds by having kin
living abroad who send them remittances. Still, that the post-communist period has generally been
a rout for working-class pensioners in Romania, particularly women, is glaringly manifest in many
respects.
I gained one of my first insights into this on a frigid January morning in 2004. Arriving at
a local foundation serving the elderly that had agreed to assist me in conducting research on retirees
in the city, I discovered that the staff were preparing to distribute packets of food. Each contained
one kilogram of cornmeal, sugar and wheat bran and a liter of sunflower oil, staples that were
valued enough to have already attracted several people to the foundation even before the
distribution had begun. The packets were offered free-of-charge each month only to retirees who

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series • Issue No. 9/ 2017

P a g e | 23
had a household income of less than two million lei (approximately $60) per month4 and, although
the contents of the packets changed somewhat month to month, they were typically of similar
proportions. Given the income limit, the majority of people standing in line were women, who,
when it came their turn, presented pension stubs that showed the amount and type of retirement
income they earned in order to qualify for a packet. Even if not completely accurate sums of
recipients’ household incomes – some, e.g., possibly engaging in informal work that brought more
income or had family who supported them – the observation provided a distressing glimpse into
retirees’ social and economic circumstances. The distribution went on for hours, and, despite the
very cold weather and the risk of falling because sidewalks had not been adequately cleared
following a snowstorm (reports of elderly people falling on ice and breaking bones appearing in
the news that day), many dozens of people came by to pick up a packet, and in the ensuing days
the staff dedicated considerable time to distributing them to people who were immobile.
This was only the beginning of my education into the gendered composition of food
insecurity among retirees in the post-communist era. Subsequently, I regularly saw older people,
mostly women, in or near marketplaces hoping for handouts of food or money. To be sure, it was
not always evident that begging was the purpose behind someone’s sitting in or near a marketplace,
but at times it was clear that assistance of some sort was being sought because the person sat with
her palm turned upward and icons lying next to her. Still, a woman doing this in a market by no
means confirmed that she was bereft of kin, friends or neighbors who also offered support. Be that
as it may, desperation in all likelihood drove at least some elderly women and men into the streets
to beg. Some of my observations strongly suggested this, including that of a blind, elderly woman
who sat outside a grocery store awaiting handouts and that of an elderly woman who tremored
quite uncontrollably while crouching near a busy intersection. The latter of these encounters was
particularly disturbing because of its seeming duration: not only did I see the woman in the spot in
2011 but also in 2015.
Yet the most credible exposure I had to food insecurity came during visits to people’s
homes and in the time in which I lived with Victoria and her husband, Mihai. Elena, a woman
whose husband had passed away and who was trying to make ends meet on a survivor’s pension,

4

This was prior to the 2005 revaluation of the currency that involved removing the last four zeroes on all banknotes
although it is worth noting that even up to my most recent visit to Galaţi in 2015 many people still spoke of prices
using figures from before the revaluation.
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took me to the refrigerator in her studio apartment where she lived alone during a visit I made in
2004, telling me “the wind is blowing” in it, meaning that it was nearly empty. Inside were a few
eggs, a half-filled pot of soup and some bags of chicken. Although this did not in fact mean that it
was entirely empty and Elena kept dry staples and canned goods on nearby shelves, the manner in
which she talked about food – including that thoughts of it preoccupied her and that she could not
afford even a glass of milk, much less a liter – told me that food scarcity was a relentless concern
of hers. I also observed the extent of food scarcity at a celebration in 2004 in recognition of
International Women’s Day at the foundation where my research had begun. In addition to
reserving the day center for socializing and dancing, the staff presented food and beverages at no
cost to the women in attendance. When the offerings were laid out on a table, attendants eagerly
rushed to partake in them, a response which was so vigorous that one woman muttered to me that
“they had not had seven years at home,” meaning they had not been taught as children how to
properly behave in public. The woman who said this earned a higher pension than the other women,
however, which may have led her to not appreciate the precarity of their lives.
My repeated stays of several weeks at a time with Victoria and Mihai during summer visits
to Galaţi further solidified my belief that food scarcity was a legitimate concern among the
working-class elderly. In this case, too, it was gendered since it was only Mihai who earned an
income, Victoria somehow never qualifying for even a small pension from her years of labor in
cooperative farming. This stranded them with but one pension even if my stays meant extra income
for various necessities on a temporary basis. As a result, they engaged in numerous strategies in
order to reduce spending on staples, two of the most remarkable being Mihai’s fishing and
gleaning. His fishing involved leaving the apartment before dawn to spend the day at local waters.
He mostly caught small fish but occasionally had the fortune of luring large ones, all of which he
brought home, where he would scrap off the scales before packing them in plastic bags and storing
them in the freezer. His gleaning occurred in the autumn when it was permissible for him to go
onto fields after the harvest to gather what had been left behind. The outcome was prodigious,
Mihai returning on his well-worn bicycle with bags of carrots, potatoes, onions, parsnips, corn and
other produce that they consumed over the long winter. The work came with costs, however, Mihai
complaining about knee pain and a sore back from all the time spent standing, kneeling and lifting,
as well as riding his bicycle. Yet he persevered at an impressive clip, so much so that he often
nodded off during mealtime conversations after long days outdoors.
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Fishing and gleaning were distinctly male pursuits, poor elderly women more often
engaging in other strategies in order to ease food scarcity. One that I observed and about which I
have written elsewhere (Weber 2015a) was gathering handouts of food and drink at local
cemeteries and churches. This practice takes place as part of a ritual of “giving pomană” to which
members of the Romanian Orthodox church, who constitute the majority of people in Romania,
adhere. It involves taking food and drink to cemeteries and churches in order to have them blessed
and to distribute them to anyone present in honor of a family member or friend who has died
(although giving pomană can also occur in people’s homes). Pomană is available year-round, but
cemeteries and churches are especially active with its distribution on weekends, holidays and name
days, making it particularly profitable for people to participate in such celebrations on those
occasions. Although I witnessed young and old people, as well as men and women, taking
advantage of pomană, more often than not it was poor, elderly women who sought it.
Gendered poverty has also been visible in the challenges older people face in getting their
medical needs met. Retired, working-class women have borne the brunt of disinvestment in health
care services since the end of communism that has crippled the public health system in Romania
and other countries in the region (Garrett 2000, Holt 2010, 2016). It is often impossible for retired,
working-class women – especially those who never worked outside the home for wages – to meet
expectations that they pay, in money or in kind (but especially the former, as I explain in a
moment), for health care services, a practice about which I and others have written (Stan 2012,
Weber 2015b). And it is also often not possible for them to purchase prescribed pharmaceutical
drugs and needed medical supplies.
Accounts tinged with gender inequity, if not outright shrouded in it, have been told to me
by retirees, including up to my most recent visit to Galaţi in 2015. During that summer, Victoria,
the woman who had lived in the countryside until the 1980s, was suffering from undiagnosed
abdominal discomfort. She had experienced the tenderness for some time before my visit but had
not been able to afford more than consultations and antibiotics, neither of which had given her
much relief. Believing that she needed an MRI, she saved and borrowed money from family for
the test. This led to a hospital stay and treatment with medication, but by the time I departed that
summer she was still dissatisfied, turning to the church to soothe her persistent soreness through
prayer and contemplation. Gender inequality was not pronounced in this case – I have heard similar
stories of retired men grappling to get their health problems addressed – yet, the hampered public
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health care system is today overall more responsive to those who have money, and that is men
more often than women. And it should be highlighted that the prospect of receiving cash, rather
than a material good (which was more commonly offered under communism in exchange for
treatment or a consultation), potentially exacerbates the gendering of the distribution of health care
services. A cash request, unlike one of a material good, is not limited by its physical dimensions
and therefore can experience unfettered growth with relative ease.
A clear-cut instance of gender imbalance when it comes to managing health care needs
occurred within another household of two working-class retirees, Sorina and Andu. Sorina lived
with a chronic condition, which she treated with home remedies for a period in 2006. “I had to be
content with tea,” she conceded, because she could not afford her prescribed medication given
their limited income. Andu’s pension from a career as a plumber and assistance she received for
her physical disability were going to pay for his health care needs. Indeed, they appeared more
urgent – Andu passed away the following year – but the reliance on tea also revealed
intrahousehold gender inequality in the distribution of resources for managing medical problems.
The cost of utilities has also cut into the limited budgets of working-class retirees in the
post-communist era. Many have plunged deeper into poverty because of the expense of hot and
cold water, electricity, natural gas and building maintenance. Victoria and Mihai, the retired couple
with whom I stayed, have spent years in debt for these essentials, Victoria in particular being
distressed by the possibility they would lose their home due to their entrenched insolvency. This
was arguably an overstated concern given that they owned the apartment, but it nevertheless
seemed real to Victoria probably because the prospect fit into the broader uncertainty the postcommunist period had introduced into their lives. But even without tossing retirees out of their
homes, the city could make life quite unpleasant for older women and men who could not pay their
utility bills by severing or reducing people’s access to such services. At times, as in 2015, the
discomfort was widely felt. For several months that year the supplier of heat to the municipal water
system curtailed this service because so many people had arrears for hot water.
The challenge of paying for utilities did not weigh equally upon people, however. When I
returned to Galaţi in 2015 after an absence of three years, I learned that it had become increasingly
common for people to cut the heating of their household’s water from the municipal supplier and
to install individual heating units in their apartments. This involved a substantial personal outlay,
which only some could afford. While Victoria and Mihai lived with no hot water that summer and
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no air conditioning in the stifling summer heat, another couple I know had both due partly to the
sizeable pensions that the two earned. It was yet another example of the stratification that was
becoming normative in post-communist Romania, but the peculiarities of its patterning – given
elderly, working-class women’s overall lower incomes, the struggle to pay for utilities, as well as
food and medical care, is greater among them than men – necessitate the staunch attention of
political leaders and policymakers.

Conclusion
This paper has briefly examined the communist and post-communist periods in Galaţi,
Romania from a gendered perspective. Its central thesis is that gender inequality has pervaded both
historical periods, a proposition that is widely supported by other scholars of the region. This fact
is patent in the work women and men performed in their lifetimes, the expectation to carry out
tasks both within the household and in industry and/or agriculture falling particularly heavily upon
women, saddling them with the notorious double burden. Unique to this paper is, however, its
focus on the lives of working-class women and men, a sector of the population of Romania and
other countries of eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union that has not been given adequate
attention by ethnographers working in the region despite the existence of some exceptions (e.g.,
Kideckel 2008). We learn from the paper the particular struggles faced by women of this social
class background, but more research is needed on the challenges that they have endured under
communism and in the post-communist era.
In spite of this present gap in scholarship, there is ample evidence that gender inequality
among blue collar people has grown worse since 1989. This is due not only to the dramatic
economic crises through which Romania passed in the 1990s and beginning in 2008 but also to the
broader systemic changes that have occurred as the Romanian economy has undergone
restructuring and privatization, a general examination of which can be found in Smith (2006) and
in Edward Hugh’s blogposts. The instability this has created has affected women more than men
in many respects, including in the impact it has had on state pensions. Already generally smaller
than men’s retirement benefits because of bias that shaped the pension system during communism,
the value of women’s pensions have diminished even further in the post-communist period for
many reasons, including perhaps most notably a significant drop in contributions to the system
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with the efflorescence of the informal market, also known as la negru, and as a result of labor
migration. The aging of the population has made matters worse, leading to greater numbers of
retirees leaning on the state at a time when revenue to support them is lacking. The persistent
problem of corruption has further aggravated the problem given that it has resulted in funds needed
for the public sector being pilfered.
Yet wider lessons can also be taken from the paper, including its illustration of the tenacity
of gender stratification in state societies. The paper supports the idea that gender inequality is
ubiquitous globally and will be eliminated only through the acknowledgement of this fact and the
generation of policy that is sensitive to the problem. Further ethnographic research within
contemporary societies has the potential to help this endeavor by shining a light on ordinary
people’s privation as they work to build comfortable lives for themselves and their families in a
very uncertain world.
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Abstract: When examining the representation of women in Romania's communist society, the
woman's magazine Femeia is often cited and used as a case study. My paper examines the
representation of women in advertising that appears in Cinema magazine between 1968-1974, a
periodical that aimed to address all those interested in film, regardless of gender.
I first examine the context in which advertising appeared in Cinema, arguing that it was
symptomatic of the beginning of the brief period of relaxation in Romanian politics of the time.
As advertising is usually associated with the consumer culture in Capitalism, I consider the
differences between the way advertising functions in Western magazines as opposed to how it
functions in Cinema, a magazine published in the communist context. I use close textual analysis
of specific examples of adverts from the magazine highlighting the central role that women had in
them. I consider the representation of women in terms of the double burden as both workers and
caretakers for the family but also in terms of how they are used to showcase specific products.
In doing so, I hope to add to the area of scholarship that examines the representation of women,
with a case study that has not been analysed from this perspective.
Keywords: cinema, advertising, women, magazines, communism.

Between 1963 and 1989, Cinema was the only film magazine published in Romania, edited
by the State Committee of Culture and Art from 1963 to 1974, and then owned by the Council of
Socialist Culture and Education. Throughout its 26 years of publishing under Romania's
communist regime, Cinema chimed with the historical and political backdrop. Given the
magazine's publishing context and its connection to State institutions, scholars have often noted
issues of propaganda and censorship in relation Cinema. Doru Pop considered the magazine “a
propaganda tool for the political power of the Communist Party”1. While acknowledging the
Doru Pop, “Report about the State of Film Studies in Romania”, EKPHRASIS. Images, Cinema, Theatre, Media. 9,
no. 1, (2013):29.
1
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political influence over the magazine, Nela Gheorghica pointed out that the popularity of Cinema
was partially due to “the few articles which passed censorship and would bring news from the
outside world”2. As fruitful as Cinema is in examining such tensions, my paper will discuss an
element in the magazine which has so far been overlooked by scholars: Cinema's advertising page.
My focus will be on the representation of women, as they were a constant and dominant presence
in advertisements that appeared in Cinema for household products, food and beverage, holiday
destinations, beauty products and clothing.
My paper is thus an interdisciplinary study which draws from, and contributes to, three
academic fields: film studies, periodical studies and gender studies. As highlighted in the previous
paragraph, Cinema magazine has been useful for film studies scholars in examining issues of
censorship, propaganda, attitudes and approaches towards the national and international film
scenes. However, in film studies the approach to Cinema has largely consisted of selecting
individual articles to be used in support of arguments, meaning that Cinema's advertising page has
been neglected. The methodology proposed by the periodical studies field, emphasizes the need to
treat magazines as self-standing, autonomous materials of study where advertising is considered
an important aspect of the medium. Thus, approaching Cinema's advertising page through the
periodical studies scope aids in a better understanding of the role of advertising both for the
magazine and in the wider communist context. In turn, case studies of magazines published in the
communist context have been a growing interest in the periodical studies field, as evidenced by
Natalia Ermolaev and Philip Gleissner’s article “Periodical Studies-Why and How to Re-read East
European Journals”3. Finally, the focus of this paper on the representation of women in advertising
that appeared in Cinema

contributes to the field of gender studies. Scholarly materials that

investigate the representation of women in Romania's communist period often cite the magazine
Femeia given that, as its title suggests, it addressed women as the target readership. In these cases,
Femeia has been fruitful material in understanding the images and roles of women that were
promoted to women. My paper extends this area of scholarship by taking Cinema as a case study,
a magazine whose target readership was not based on gender, but rather on interest in film. Thus,

Nela Gheorghica, “Romanian Cinematography and Film Culture during the Communist Regime”, Euxeinos. Culture
and Governance in the Black Sea Region, no. 11, (2013):10.
3
Natalia Ermolaev and Philip Gleissner, “Periodical Studies-Why and How to Re-read East European Journals”,
NewsNet-News of the Association for Slavic, East European and Eurasian Studies. 56, no. 1 (2016): 11-15
2
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taking Cinema as a case study allows for a better understanding of the roles and images of women
that were promoted to a wider readership.
First, I will offer brief details of publishing and layout, and a contextualisation of the
appearance of advertising in Cinema for a proper understanding of this material. I will then move
to consider the role of advertising in the communist context, an important clarification to make
given the association of advertising with Capitalism and consumer culture. Second, I will consider
existing scholarship on the role and representation of women in socialist society, in relation to
Cinema as my case study. Finally, I will provide an analysis of specific examples, taking into
consideration the products advertised, the role of women and their positioning in these
advertisements.

The Appearance of Advertising in Cinema Magazine
Advertising was present in Cinema from 1968 to 1974. Its appearance coincided with a
degree of relaxation in the political backdrop. Dominique Nasta explains that this relaxation period
was marked by less difficulty to immigrate to the U.S and Israel, the release of political prisoners,
more freedom for artists, writers and intellectuals in general, opportunities to travel and collaborate
with Western countries, the modernisation of important cities, and the return of Romanian
expatriates, including notable cultural figures such as Eugen Ionesco, Mircea Eliade and
Constantin Brâncuși4. The advertising that appears in Cinema magazine beginning with 1968, can
then be viewed in relation to some of these aspects, particularly the development of the urban
setting and the openness to the West.
The political decision to transform Romania's “agricultural economy and largely peasant
society into an industrial and urban system”5 created the necessary setting and demographic where
advertising in magazines and other mediums could function and have an audience. I will develop
on this relationship between advertising and the urban setting in this article, when I examine
specific examples from Cinema's advertising. In terms of the openness to the West, it is not a case
of advertising in Cinema magazine featuring foreign products. Actually, only Romanian products
4

Dominique Nasta, Contemporary Romanian Cinema: The History of an Unexpected Miracle (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2013), 18-19.
5
Daniel N. Nelson, Romanian Politics in the Ceaușescu Era (New York: Gordon and Breach Science Publishers,
1988), 7.
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and services were advertised. Instead, the appearance of advertising in Cinema brought the
magazine closer, at least on the surface, to the model of Western magazines. However, it is
important to clarify the role that advertising played in Western magazines in comparison to its
function in Cinema as a magazine published in the communist context.

The Role of Advertising: Capitalism vs Communism
In the field of periodical studies, scholars such as Sean Latham, Robert Scholes and Clifford
Wulffman have placed considerable emphasis on the advertising in magazines6. On one hand, this
comes from the initiative of treating magazines as autonomous materials for study that advertising
is part of, and on the other hand as a result of the proposed methodology for approaching
periodicals7. In this sense, advertising has been used to examine target readership, readership
engagement with the periodical, branding, and financial sponsorship for magazines receiving
advertising revenue. Sally Stein considered a magazine to be a “unified cultural artefact” and also
a vehicle encouraging consumption, reflective of an “impulse in the history of corporate capitalism
to mobilise consumption at a national level”8. For a magazine published in the capitalist
framework, advertising plays a complex role. Its positioning within the pages of the magazine is
important in both mobilizing consumption and shaping the media experience. Stein compares the
process of reading a magazine to driving on a highway. She argues that if one were to employ
complete tunnel-vision while driving on a highway, there would be no value in billboards. Stein
states: “The car encloses us, the road directs us, and these conditions make ads especially welcome
as points of reference and as emblems of our long-term goals”9. Stein's comparison is both creative
and valuable in understanding the positioning of advertisements across pages of the magazine, not
randomly, but in a calculated manner where the ads bear some connection to other material such
as articles and images, thus acting as points of reference and shaping the media experience. Of
course, Stein, Scholes, Latham and Wulffman's arguments and observations are quite clear when
Western magazines are taken as case studies but raise points of debate when looking at a magazine
such as Cinema, which was published in the communist context.
See Sean Latham and Robert Scholes, “The Rise of Periodical Studies”, PMLA 121, no. 2, (2006): 520-521.
See Robert Scholes and Clifford Wulffman, Modernism in the Magazines: An Introduction (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2010), 146-148.
8
Sally Stein, “The Graphic Ordering of Desire”, Heresies 5, no. 2, (1970):7.
9
Stein, “The Graphic Ordering of Desire,” 8.
6
7
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Broadly, many of the differences in the function of advertising stem from the different
economic models in which magazines are published. Although the appearance of advertising in
Cinema coincided with “rising living standards and increased access to consumer goods and
cultural productions”10, it functioned in the context of a command economy11, as opposed to the
market economy of Western countries. Cinema was part of “a media system free of the need to
raise revenues” and in the context of a “planned economic production that did not create
competition or the need for product differentiation”12. The magazine's state ownership meant that
it did not rely on advertising for financial support, thus eliminating one of the crucial roles that
advertising holds in the financial framework of Western magazines. The positioning of the
advertising page in Cinema is also indicative of this. Advertising always appeared on the last page
of the magazine, in black and white, and generally only one product or service was featured. This
meant that it did not necessarily play such an important role in shaping the media experience or in
the reader's “‘personal’ path through the magazine labyrinth”13. Instead, Susan Reid argues that
“[t]he role of domestic advertising in a command economy, then, was not to generate inauthentic
and insatiable consumer demand, as in the capitalist west. On the contrary, it was to promote
‘rational consumption’ and to predict and manage popular desires”14. I would like to consider the
following examples of advertisements from Cinema magazine in relation to Reid’s argument,
which I would further like to compare with samples from Western Magazines.

Jill Massino, “Workers under Construction: Gender, Identity, and Women's Experiences of Work in State Socialist
Romania,” in Gender Politics and Everyday Life in State Socialist Eastern and Central Europe, ed. Shana Penn and
Jill Massino (New York: Palgrave Macmillan 2009) 19.
11
Ericson defines the command economy as ‘one in which the coordination of economic activity, essential to the
viability and functioning of a complex social economy, is undertaken through administrative means – commands,
directives, targets and regulations – rather than by a market mechanism’. He further points out that ‘[a] command
economy is hence a creature of state authority, whose marks it bears and by whose hand it evolves, exists and survives’.
See Richard E. Ericson, “command economy.” in The New Palgrave Dictionary of Economic s, 2nd edn, ed. Steven N.
Durlauf and Lawrence E. Blume (Palgrave Macmillan 2008). The New Palgrave Dictionary of Economics Online.
http://www.dictionaryofeconomics.com/article?id=pde2008_C000219
12
Elza Ibroscheva, Advertising, Sex and Post-Socialism: Women, Media and Femininity in the Balkans (Plymouth:
Lexington Books 2013) 68.
13
Stein, “The Graphic Ordering of Desire,” 7.
14
Susan Reid, “Cold War in the Kitchen: Gender and the De-Stalinization of Consumer Taste in the Soviet Union
under Khrushchev”, Slavic Review 61, no. 2 (Summer 2002): 218
10
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Cinema Samples

1. Cinema, Issue 5, 1968

2. Cinema, Issue 3, 1969

3. Cinema, Issue 10, 1969

Advertisement for Sanda
hair spray

Advertisement for Practic
hoover.

Advertisement for
women’s dresses and
coats

4. Cinema, Issue 12, 1970

5. Cinema, Issue 1, 1971

6. Cinema, Issue 2, 1971

Advertisement for Cristal
cologne

Advertisement for
women’s jewellery

Advertisement for Adam
Matinal cologne
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7. Cinema, Issue 6, 1972

8. Cinema, Issue 7, 1972

Advertisement for fruit
yoghurt

Advertisement for the
opening of a fashion
house

9. Cinema, Issue 9,
1972

10. Cinema, Issue 3, 1974

Advertisement for diet
milk and yoghurt

Advertisement for
Frigero refrigerators.
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Samples from U.S. film magazines

11. Business Screen, Issue 1,
1971

12. Modern Screen, February
Issue, 1960

Advertisement for Byron
Motion Pictures

Advertisement for Lane Bryant,
p.65

Regarding the samples from Cinema, I have tried to select the ones above as diverse as
possible and from across the period in which advertising in the magazine appears. The samples
from U.S. film magazines require further clarification in respect to their relevance to the
examination of those from Cinema. First, it is difficult to provide advertising from a Western film
magazine that is the equivalent of Cinema. This is because film magazines in the Western capitalist
societies were diverse and with specific target readerships. Largely, they can be categorized as
trade papers (periodicals addressing professionals working in the industry), fan magazines
(periodicals focused on stars and gossip, predominantly addressing a female readership) and
academic journals (periodicals that addressed scholars). As Cinema was the only film magazine
published in Romania from 1963-1989, it presented aspects from each of these categories, in
varying degrees across its publishing during the communist period. Thus, the samples of
advertising from U.S. film magazine are from the periodicals Business Screen (a trade paper) and
Modern Screen (a fan magazine). The Business Screen advertisement (Image. 11) is important to
note in terms of the relation between the magazine and the product advertised, in the sense that
promoting Byron’s services of video tape-to-film was relevant to the trade paper nature of the
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magazine and its target readership. This is not the case for Cinema, as the products advertised bore
no connection to the specialisation of the magazine as a film periodical. Instead, advertisements
for fashion products, food and beverage and household items featuring women could be found in
fan magazines, such as the Modern Screen sample provided above. The Lane Bryant women’s
clothing advertisement (Image 12) goes a step further in its connection to the magazine and readers,
through the coupon provided for the free style catalogue. Thus, the magazine itself was used as a
vehicle that facilitated the purchasing of products, not just their promotion. While it can broadly
be argued that through the appearance of advertising, a symptom of the wider relaxation period in
Romanian politics that started in 1968, Cinema magazine drew closer to the model of Western
magazines, there are notable differences between the two sets of samples.
Looking at the advertisements from Cinema, Reid’s statement regarding the role of
advertising in the socialist context being that of promoting ‘rational consumption’ is valid,
particularly when looking at the price listings. Many of the advertisements in Cinema, and indeed
from my selection, did not provide information regarding the price of the product. The Practic
hoover (Image 2) and Frigero (Image 10) adverts are exceptions, but even so the price does not
play the same role in these advertisements as it does in Western advertising. In contrast, in both
the Byron and Lane Bryant advertisements, the price plays a central role. Byron boasts that its
services have “America’s lowest prices!” while the text of the Lane Bryant advertisements also
draws attention to the words “SAVE MONEY”, as well as clearly listing the price of the dress in
the top right corner of the photograph. In the Practic and Frigero examples emphasis is not placed
on the price. It does not stand out in any way in terms of design and it is not used as an element of
competition. There is no sale, offer or price comparison in these cases. Simply, the price was what
it was and the texts of these advertisements make this clear. While advertisements did not place
emphasis on price, they did provide a considerable amount of information regarding the financial
options for purchasing the product. In both the Practic and Figero advertisements, the text offers
details regarding the cost of monthly instalments and deposits. This suggests that these products
represented a long-term investment, rather than being easily replaced. Further noteworthy is the
lack of superlative language in the texts of these advertisements. None of the products advertised
in Cinema magazine were 'great', 'fantastic' or 'the best'. Instead, emphasis was placed on
practicality. The text of the Practic advertisement highlighted the hoover's new technology, the
Figero advertisement bore the slogan “Practical! Spacious! Aesthetic!” and the text of the fruit
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yoghurt advertisement (Image 7) emphasized health benefits. Hence, the specific way of listing
the price of products, if at all, and the lack of a superlative language in these advertisements offer
validity to Reid's notion of 'rational consumption'.
While I broadly agree with Susan Reid’s statement, I would like to extend the use of the
term ‘domestic’. I would argue that the advertising in Cinema magazine was domestic on three
levels. First, I have briefly mentioned that only Romanian products were advertised but it is further
interesting to note that advertisements for tourism and travel locations 15 were also strictly within
the country, the domestic holiday destinations. Although the appearance of advertising in Cinema
coincided with a desire for opening up to the West, it appears that this did not go so far as to
actively promote travel and tourism to foreign countries. Second, advertising in Cinema was
domestic in terms of the products that were promoted and their function. These were food and
beverage products, household products such as furniture, refrigerators or hoovers, beauty products
for both men and women, clothing and tailor services, alongside the travel and tourism
advertisements. Finally, the samples from Cinema show a dominant female presence in all
advertisements, regardless of the specificities of products. In the next section, I will focus on the
representation of women in these advertisements, and return to the term ‘domestic’ in relation to
the role and positioning of women in the domestic sphere.

The Representation of Women in Cinema Magazine Advertising
From hoovers, fridges to fruit yoghurt and further to men's cologne, women seem to be a constant
presence in the advertising present in Cinema magazine, regardless of the product being promoted.
As advertising has been used by periodical studies scholars to determine target readership, it begs
the question whether women were the target readership of Cinema magazine.
In my interview with Ecaterina Oproiu16, editor-in-chief of Cinema between 1965 and
1989, I asked her about the magazine's readership and who it aimed to address. This was her
response, which I have translated in English:
“Regardless of the specialisation of the editors, Cinema was and remained, from the
first issue to the last, a magazine that did not strictly address film professionals. The
15
16

See for example the advertisements in Cinema, Issue 11 (1970), Issue 2 (1972), and Issue 2 (1974).
The interview was conducted via email and responses were received on 31/08/2016
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idea (I could even say the ambition of the magazine) was (across its entire existence)
for the magazine to be read (and-if possible-appreciated) by all those who loved film.
The effort of those who were writing it- permanently- was to spread the love for the 7th
art with added intelligence, culture and-if possible- scholarship, but an experienced
scholarship expressed not in a hermetic language but in a less soporific way.”

Ecaterina Oproiu's answer highlights that the magazine aimed to address all film lovers,
regardless of gender. Camelia Mureșan’s study on Romanian advertising during the Communist
period is further helpful in examining the dominance of women in Cinema magazine advertising.
Mureșan provides a statistic in terms of the use of men and women in Romanian advertising during
the communist period, noting that 26.5% featured women, 12.3% featured men, 13% featured both
sexes and 48.1% did not feature individuals17. From Mureșan’s statistics, it seems that the
Romanian advertising of the time in general featured women more often than men. This suggests
that the adverts that appeared in Cinema magazine were in line with the wider advertising scene
of the communist period, rather than being suggestive of a strategy to target female readers.
While the ads in Cinema magazine chimed with the wider advertising scene through the
dominant presence of women, the way in which women are portrayed to hold various roles was
reflective of the wider social context. Massino notes the broad debate around examining the role
of women in socialist society, highlighting the dichotomy between the ideological promotion of
women’s equality and emancipation, and how this translated in practice:
“[W]hile socialist policies such as guaranteed employment and universal education
and healthcare may have been beneficial to women and their families, because these
policies were more strategic than genuine, they were not accompanied by concentrated
efforts to transform patriarchal attitudes and practices as they played out at home and
on the shop floor18.”

Massino and Penn argue that the strategic emancipation and persistence of patriarchal
attitudes resulted in a ‘double burden’ (role) for women, as both labourers and caretakers of the
family19. Women thus continued to hold a key role in the domestic space as their integration into
the work force did not change patriarchal attitudes and expectations. The advertising in Cinema

Camelia Mureșan, “Advertising During the Communist Period in Romania. Case Study: Almanacs,” Journal of
Media Research- Revista de Studii Media, no. 2, (2008): 101.
18
Massino, “Workers under Construction,” 14.
19
Shanna Penn and Jill Massino, ed., Gender Politics and Everyday Life in State Socialist Eastern and Central Europe,
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan 2009) 2.
17
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magazine reflects this duality of the woman as both keeper of the domestic space and the woman
as the employee, in a developing urban environment. With this ‘double bourdon’ come messages
of the traditional, the family, the domestic, mixed with those of practicality, technology, the
modern and the new.
In the advertisements that I have selected, a number of them place women within the
domestic sphere while at the same time highlighting the modern. The Practic hoover advert is an
example of this. The advert functions on the contrast between the old and the new. “Abandon the
old ways!” the capitation exclaims as the woman in the advertisement is seen throwing away a set
of old brooms in favour of the Practic hoover. The text of the advertisement emphasizes how
technology comes to the aid of housewives, promoting the hoover for its modern, efficient, timesaving technology. The clothes the woman wears also reflect the old versus new theme. Cut above
the knee line and with a geometrical pattern on the chest, the woman’s dress is simple, yet elegant.
In contrast to the modern style of the dress is the apron, the obvious clothing article suggestive of
the domestic space, and even more interesting, the basma or head kerchief. The head kerchief,
traditionally worn by women in the countryside, further extends the contrast to that of the urban
versus the rural. Massimo argues that while the emancipation of women promoted in socialist
states did not fully translate into gender equality, “state socialism broadened women’s social and
cultural world, luring them away from the countryside and into the industrial towns and cities”20.
The head kerchief then becomes a stronger sign of the domestic and the traditional, in the
Romanian context, than the apron. At the same time, its contrast to elements in the advertisement
that stand for the modern, such as the dress and the Practic hoover itself, reflecting the wider
context of industrial and urban development.
Although the Frigero advert also places the woman within the domestic space, specifically
the kitchen, it is missing the dual message of old versus new, traditional versus modern contrasts
in the Practic advert. There is a question here in terms of which of the two advertisement features
the woman interacting more closely with the product. In the Practic advert, although she is not
even touching the hoover, the woman is central to drawing out the above observed contrasts. The
Frigero advert emphasizes the product’s practicality, spaciousness and aesthetic and features three
women directly touching the three different fridge models. However, in the Fridgero advert, these
women are used to determine the scale of each fridge model thus becoming visual aid for the
20
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spacious quality emphasized in the text. Both adverts emphasize practicality and this common
message is in line with the concept of 'rational consumption' as well as the long-term investments
the payment method through instalments generated.
If the Practic and Frigero adverts placed women within the domestic space, the fruit
yoghurt advert places the woman within the domestic role, as a mother. This role is made clear by
the presence of the child alongside her. The fruit yoghurt is then framed as a product for the family,
the text of the advertisement noting its health benefits and that it is the ideal yoghurt for anyone.
In contrast, the diet milk and yoghurt advertisement (Image 9) moves the message from the
domestic space and role of the woman as a mother, to the female form. This is made clear through
the female silhouette standing on a podium in the background. It is interesting then to notice how
different dairy products from the same enterprise (The Enterprise for the Industrialisation of Milk)
targeted specific audiences, even in the context of a command economy where the advertising
promotes rational consumption. The diet yoghurt is no longer framed as a product for the family,
rather a product specifically for women. The advertisement's message of “Grace and Suppleness”
resembles those from the beauty and fashion products advertisements (Images 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8).
Although the advertisements mentioned so far place women in a central role in terms of
their design and message, the products featured were not strictly for women to use. The hoover,
the fridge and the fruit yoghurt could be used by and for the benefit of the family, rather than the
individual. Turning to the advertisements that featured beauty and fashion products for both men
and women, it is interesting to observe the presence of women in advertisements of products for
men. The cologne advertisements are good examples in this sense. In terms of imagery, the Cristal
cologne advert (Image 4) features a shaded woman's profile, alongside the bottle of the product.
The female profile is as important to the advertisement as displaying the product is. The text of the
advertisement strengthens the connection between product and female presence, and addresses
both men and women. The first line most clearly aims to draw the attention of men, with the
exclamation “Attention men!” but then the text moves to integrate the female presence by stating
“She is thinking of Cristal”. This first half of the text frames the product as being desirable for
both men and women, framing the female interest in the Cristal cologne as an impulse for men to
purchase the product and receive equal attention. The second half of the advert moves to addressing
women, not directly calling their attention as it had previously for men, but by framing the product
as being a perfect gift, thus placing the female reader in the position of a buyer. In this way, the
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Cristal advertisement presents a dual message, primarily addressing men but with a secondary
function that frames the product as a suitable gift to be bought for men. Nevertheless, in the
interaction between the visual elements and the text, the woman is once more central, both to the
message and as a possible consumer. The same can be noted for the second cologne advertisement,
the Adam Matinal (Image 6) advertisement. Although it does not contain text, visually the
advertisement features both a man and a woman, interacting as a couple. It is the woman who
holds and displays the Adam Matinal cologne, as she look directly to both the camera and potential
consumer. It is this look that invites the purchasing of the product, arguably by both men and
women. The Adam Matinal cologne bottle is placed at the centre of the couple both visually and
in terms of their relationship.
The examples given so far have demonstrated diverse functions, positions and roles which
women are attributed in relation to products that are not solely, or at all, destined for female
consumers. From these, a variety of images of the woman in socialist society can be observed: the
woman as the housewife, the woman as a mother, the woman as desire for men or the woman as
part of a couple. I will now turn to the beauty and fashion products for women to examine the
female image as it is constructed for women through products designated for their own use.
Massino notes a change in the representation of women beginning with the mid 1960s (when
Ceaușescu came to power): “Whereas, under Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej, images of burly tractor
drivers and plain looking textile workers were the norm, after Ceausescu took power, images of
female labourers became increasingly beautiful and glamorous”21. To illustrate Massino's
observation in relation to Cinema's advertisement of beauty and fashion products for women, I
will refer to the Sanda hairspray advert (Image 1), the jewellery advert of 1971 (Image 5), the 1969
advertisement for clothing (Image 3) and the 1972 advertisement of the fashion house opening
(Image 8).
Massino's observation regarding the promotion of a beautiful and glamorous image of
women during this period is valid in the case of the advertisement in Cinema, the Sanda hairspray
advert and the jewellery advert standing as evidence of this. However, these advertisements, in
their design and message, contrast with the advertisement for clothing and that of the fashion house
opening. Rather than emphasizing beauty and glamour, the latter focus on modernity and the
modern design of products.
21
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The Sanda hairspray advertisement of 1968, the first to appear in Cinema, is one of the few
to feature color. It is not a striking use of color, but closer attention allows for the observation of
the discreet beige background. Its use allows for the female partial profile to stand out. The partial
profile is the visual centre piece of the advertisement. The circle of flowers frames the female face
and is an element of design which elevates the profile to a portrait, the kind that would not be out
of place as a framed photograph on a beauty stand or in a locket. Of course, the element that stands
out in this female portrait is the elaborate and elegant hairstyle which is directly related to the
hairspray product. Displayed underneath the portrait is the product itself, the bottle of Sanda
hairspray taken out of its box. A similar circle of flowers surrounds the Sanda hairspray, thus
creating the direct visual link between portrait and product. The text of the advertisement further
emphasizes the promotion of the female image as elegant and glamorous, stating that “An
impeccable hairstyle is characteristic of an elegant woman”.
A similar image is promoted in the jewellery advertisement. Once more, it is a profile
photograph of the woman however, on this occasion the framing allows visibility of the shoulders.
In this way the jewellery products themselves are displayed, a set of matching earrings and
necklace. The haircut is not as complex as the one in the Sanda hairspray advert because a different
product is advertised, but it is still part of an overall elegant image. If in the Sanda hairspray
advertisement the product is correlated with the complexity of the hairstyle, as evidenced by the
text, in this jewellery advertisement the woman is used as a cross reference in terms of the value
of the product. This is made clear by the text in the advertisement which states “Nothing short of
veritable jewellery”. This line is followed by three traits, applicable to both the product the woman
in the advert, and promoted to the consumer: “Charm, Distinction, Personality”.
The examples of the Sanda hairspray advertisement and the jewellery advertisement indeed
illustrate the shift to the beautiful and glamorised images of women, through the imagery and text.
However, also noteworthy is the fact that the hairstyles of the women from these advertisements
have a nostalgic element to them, a reference to the past through the cameo brooch style of the
Sanda advertisement portrait and the golden age Hollywood glamour of the jewellery
advertisement. This glamorous style in both cases comes into contrast with the advertisement for
clothing and the one announcing the opening of a fashion house, as these are ones which no longer
promote glamour with a hint of nostalgia, but the modern.
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Elaborate hairstyles, neat curls and expensive jewellery are no longer part of the style of
the women in the clothing advertisement. What they wear is meant to display the newly available
clothing products and styles. For both skirts and coats, the text of the advertisement is more
informative than promotional, offering details about the fabrics used, emphasizing that the clothing
requires washing but no ironing. However, the text for the coats mentions their modern style. The
message of the modern in this case is different to that in the Practic hoover advertisement. It is no
longer based on technology, the modern way to clean the house instead, in this clothing
advertisement the modern extends to the style of the woman herself. In this way, a contrast between
the domestic and urban space is created, perhaps more clearly evidenced by the advertisement
announcing the opening of the fashion house. Opening in a central area in Bucharest, on Victoriei
Boulevard, the fashion house is announced to contain multiple departments for beauty and clothing
products and services for men, women and children. Although the fashion house itself offers
services for everyone, visually only women are placed in the advertisement. The two women who
frame the photograph of the urban setting once more lack the glamourized style of those from the
Sanda hairspray and jewellery advertisements, their style being what the previous clothing
advertisement deemed as modern. The photograph of the urban space shows a tall concrete
building and a crowd of shoppers surrounding it. This particular image perhaps moves away from
the overall promotion of ‘rational consumption’ but is indeed reflective of the desire to promote
the urban development taking place, and women as an active demographic part of both this setting
and the domestic one.

Conclusion
To conclude, the advertising that appears in Cinema magazine between 1968 and 1974 was
symptomatic of the wider political context. However, advertising held a different function and role
in comparison to the capitalist West. The samples of advertising taken from Cinema magazine
demonstrate that emphasis was placed on showcasing and offering information about products,
indeed promoting ‘rational consumption’ as opposed to encouraging competitive purchasing.
Although Cinema magazine did not specifically address women as the target readership, they held
a central role in the advertising that appeared on the last page of the magazine. This central role
stands as evidence to a complex discourse regarding the role of women in socialist society. As
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much as communist ideology demanded equality for women, it translated into a ‘double burden’
for women. Women are thus often positioned in the domestic space and the domestic role, but are
also used to showcase modernity through clothing, practicality of products and as active
participants in a developing urban space. At the same time, advertisements themselves used
women in a number of ways to address potential consumers, either by extending the male desire
for women to the desire for a product or as value and scale comparison to product. While true,
Massino’s observation regarding the shift towards more beautiful and glamorised images of
women is perhaps insufficient. Elegance, beauty, charm, glamour were indeed key messages and
images of women for the advertisement of certain products, but equally important was the message
of the modern. The advertising that appeared Cinema magazine demonstrates that these messages
did not only appear in magazines with women as the target readership, such as Femeia, but were
present in a variety of periodicals with diverse specialisations and readers.
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Abstract: This article analyses the roles of women leading women rights nongovernmental
organizations (NGO) in Romania and Poland. In the twenty-seven years that passed since the fall
of communism, both countries have benefited from many improvements concerning the status of
women. Yet, both countries experienced a “fast-line” feminism, in which generations, ideologies
and institutions that have been developed for long periods of time in the West had to be fastforwarded in post-socialism (Grabowska 2009). Within this context, how did women’s leadership
roles evolve in the civil society sector in two Central and Eastern European countries? How are
women working in non-governmental organizations affected by flexible programs, fluctuations in
wages, shifts of personnel and demands of funders? In order to offer some insights on these issues,
in the first part of the article I explain how contextual elements determined women’s effectiveness
as leaders. To substantiate the findings, in the second part I focus on women’s experiences inside
civil society organizations (CSOs), the difficulties and lessons learned, the internal dynamics, roles
and strategies that they employ both in their relations with states and with funders. I focus on the
micro level of the organizational cultures, how work inside CSOs differs from other types of work
due to activities, relations, time spent and wages and highlight the diversity of women’s
organizations and roles. The dynamics of these processes are captured by a two year comparative
analysis, through a collection of 30 interviews in Romania and Poland. The findings highlight the
particularities of women’s leadership roles, mechanisms and tactics in creating a fairer workplace
culture through participatory decision-making, which in turn stimulates employees; and develop
negotiating, resisting and decoupling strategies with state representatives and funders to maintain
their autonomy, voice and strengths, at the intersection of local context and international
normativity, in their quest for gender equality.
Keywords: women’s leadership, civil society organizations, Romania, Poland.
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Introduction
Women, in different historical and cultural contexts, entered the civil society sector due to
marginalization from state institutions or male-dominated politics, to influence public policies and
societal perceptions concerning gender equality (Howell 2005; Miroiu 2010). Inside the civil
society sector, women articulated their demands and strengthened their voices, mobilized around
issues of domestic violence, equal pay, gender discrimination, created networks of solidarity,
articulated counter-hegemonic discourses and contributed to a fairer working environment
(Howell 2005; Hoare and Gell 2009).
The majority of the literature on the topic of civil society has focused on the number,
activities, roles or effects of civil society organizations and less on the people that make up these
organizations. However, existent research on the topic of women and civil society has shown that
women’s organizations develop parallel power structures (McCharty 1990, 1991), different
political cultures and place a great importance on employee’s gender needs (Einhorn and Sever
2005, Hassan and Silong 2009). Social movement theory draw attention to women’s roles to
inspire and organize (Brown 1989; Disney and Gelb 2000), especially in Western countries.
The main research questions of the article are: how does women’s leadership role evolve
in the civil society sector and what are its particularities in post-communist, religious and
traditional countries? How are women affected by the lack of a fixed program, a feminized sphere
of the civil society sector and fluctuations in wages, due to the demands and shift of funders? By
focusing on the specificities of the civil society sector in Romania and Poland, I answer these
questions and at the same time highlight the diversity of leadership roles, styles and strategies that
women in NGOs developed, while facing pressures from funders, governments, communities and
members.
In the first part of the article, I present the research methodology. In the second part, I focus
on contextual elements that shaped women’s NGOs differently in the two countries, while in the
third and fourth part I analyze women’s leadership roles, styles, communication and decisionmaking strategies and how flexible work affects them. Conclusions are drawn to highlight how
several aspects of women’s roles can shape a gender-friendly, inclusive and horizontally structured
working culture. At the same time, the paper highlights the numerous issues women face when
working inside the ‘third sector’.

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series • Issue No. 9/ 2017

P a g e | 51
Research tools
The current research is based on a two-year analysis from Romania and Poland1. The two
countries were selected following the “most different system design”. Women’s roles inside the
civil society sector are analyzed by tackling the macro-level (country-contextual variables), mesolevel (civil society organizations) and the micro-individual level (motivations of activists)
approaches. Political opportunity changes at the regional level (such as the democratization in
Eastern Europe) shaped women’s NGOs differently in Romania and Poland. For both Romania
and Poland, I consulted the public data bases2 in regard to NGOs and selected the organizations
with the following missions: feminists/women rights oriented, reproductive and sexual rights
oriented, violence against women, sex worker rights, lesbian rights, Roma women, associations
of/for mothers and that have women beneficiaries, victims of human trafficking and vulnerable
groups.
After making my own database composed of the information from both Romanian and
Poland databases and public information3 I contacted the NGOs by telephone and e-mail. In the
selection stage, I have tried to keep the diversity of the organizations (e.g. from new ones, to the
ones with a long history; different locations; different assumed ideologies; feminist and not
feminist; with few members and with more than 10; with few volunteers and with more than 20;
academia based and grassroots; service provision and advocacy).
I have opted for keeping this diversity to grasp the patterns of similarities in leadership
roles. A number of 304 semi-structured interviews were taken, 15 in Romania and 15 in Poland
with women formal leaders – presidents, directors and vice-presidents of women NGOs. The

The Romanian NGOs that participated in the research have their headquarters in Bucharest, Sibiu, Iași, Suceava and
Timișoara, Arad while the Polish ones are based in Warsaw, Poznań, Gdansk and Krakow. More than half on the
interviews (19) have been taken at the offices of the organizations and first glance observations have been noted
afterwards in regard to the relations inside the organizations and the atmosphere, the headquarters and several
specificities.
2
For
Romania:
http://www.just.ro/MinisterulJusti%C8%9Biei/RegistrulNa%C5%A3ionalONG/tabid/91/Default.aspx;
http://database.ngo.ro/indexro.shtml;
http://www.fonduri-ue.ro/posdru/index.php/implementeaza/plati;
http://www.cdep.ro/informatii_publice/ong.pe_dom?dom=62
For
Poland:
http://bazy.ngo.pl/search/english.asp;
http://www.distel.ca/womlist/countries/poland.html;
http://mith.umd.edu/WomensStudies/GovernmentPolitics/InternationalDirectory/Europe/poland;
http://womenst.library.wisc.edu/resources/organizations;
3
There are 500 Polish women based NGOs and more than 60 women based Romanian ones, according to the official
databases.
4
The negative answers I received from members of the organizations that were not interviewed had to do with the
lack of time, the fact that some organizations ceased to exist or the language barrier that occurred in Poland.
1

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series • Issue No. 9/ 2017

P a g e | 52
interviewees are between 29 and 67-year-old and belong to different social environments:
academia, entrepreneurs, employees of the private sector, lawyers, retired etc. A third of them
work part-time, while the rest have devoted their careers to this sector and to women’s rights.
I have opted for keeping the respondent’s anonymity, since several ‘sensitive’ topics were
addresses (e.g. relations with funders, survival methods) that could affect the organization. In this
sense, for each organization I have used a similar coding technique: the function of the person I
have talked to (e.g. president or vice-president), following the country of origin (the interviewed
NGOs from Romania with “ro”, while the Polish ones with “pl”) and a number from 1 to 15. In
this sense, the code president, pl-06 means that this is the sixth Polish NGO president I have talked
to.
In Romania, the organizations’ missions vary between combating urban discrimination
against women, raising awareness and changing public policies, street activism, gender equality,
gender equality in the labor market, helping rural women or women at the local level, protecting
women from domestic violence and sexual abuse, anti-mobbing or empowering Roma women.
In Poland, the majority of women’s NGOs have a close connection with the topic of
reproductive rights and violence against women, and less with academia (Mrozik 2010). Their
missions consist of raising awareness and changing policies in regard to reproductive rights, sex
education, monitoring the government in regard to gender equality policies, violence against
women and gender discrimination, gender equality on the labor market, campaigning for women
with disabilities, gender and culture or mother’s rights.
The research also relies on secondary literature on the civil society sector, social
movements and leadership theories. Content analysis of the NGOs’ websites and materials allowed
me to include the macro and meso-level variables in the analysis, which I present in the following
pages.
The paths of women’s organizations in Romania and Poland
Women’s movements vary across time and regions: some feminist groups emerged in the
1960s and 1970s as part of the anticolonial revolutionary struggles; some emerged in the 1980s
and 1990s as part of the democratization movement (Ewig and Ferree 2013). In Central and Eastern
Europe (CEE) second wave feminism was born in a very atypical relation to feminism from
Western countries. Here feminism had a similar fate with first wave feminism, concerning civil
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and political rights (Bucur 2008; Miroiu 2015). It was built on theories developed in the West and
was greatly supported by transnational feminist advocacy networks (Moghadam 2005).
During the socialist regime from the 1950s to 1989, women in Romania and Poland were
relatively economically independent from men. Their participation5 in the CEE labor market was
the highest between any economy in the world, as well as their representation in professional
managerial levels, compared to their European equivalents (Metcalfe and Afanassieva 2005, 39).
At the same time, due to ubiquity of the authoritarian socialist regimes, women were not
autonomous and did not have the power of ruling over themselves, their lives and plans (Miroiu
2007, 200). In the 1980s in Poland women’s movement was embedded in the labor union
movement of the Solidarity, where women lead most of the underground activities (Penn 2005).
Like in the United States and Europe, labor women gained organizing experience in union
activities (Ewig and Ferree 2013). Nevertheless, after 1989 women’s role was marginalized in the
Solidarity ‘myth’, due to the growing role of the Catholic Church in the political and social spheres.
In the 1980s in Romania, the few isolated women activists could not make up for a whole
movement, like in Poland. Here, women organized a rather “private solidarity” (Klingman 1998;
Miroiu 2004a, b). The control of socialist government over civil society and the claims that
communism has solved “the women’s question” eroded any solid women’s movement during the
1980s (Waylen 2007).
After 1989, the status of women in post-socialist countries varied and was contradictory.
Empirical studies focused on the negative effects of neoliberal reforms on women (Spehar 2005).
Some concluded that women did not suffer major setbacks in the labor market (Fodor & van der
Lipe 1998), especially highly educated, middle-class young women (Spehar 2005). However, in
both countries women’s unemployment rates exceeded those of men (UNECE 2002).
In the 1990s, both Romania and Poland witnessed women organizing outside political
parties and in various NGOs, to persuade politicians to vote for laws against discrimination and
domestic violence, and for equal opportunity and gender parity in the electoral lists (Miroiu 2010,
162). The first autonomous women’s groups emerged, similar to those in the 1950s to 1970s in the
United States and Europe (Ferree and Hess 2001). These groups were independently led, but often
worked with other movements, state agencies, and NGOs at scales from the local to the

5

In communist CEE countries, women beneficiated by extensive childcare policies, generous maternity allowances
and flexible working arrangements (Metcalfe and Afanassieva 2005).
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transnational (Ewig and Ferree 2013). They include formal organizations, grassroots or women
only collectives (Ferree and Hess, 2001).
However, women’s movements in Romania and Poland differ in the way they emerged, in
women’s NGOs strategic orientation and organizational styles. In Romania, women mobilized
material, moral, social-organizational, human and cultural resources (Edwards and McCarthy
2004) without any previous experience. Here, the “private solidarity” transposed into the creation
of several women NGOs, but in a fragmented way (Kriszan and Zentai 2012, 186). Their
development as formal organizations happened when women “met” Western feminist literature,
through academia (Molocea 2013). Due to a conservative political culture which promoted
interests of men (Watson 1993; Coyle 2003, 59) and a “preventive anti-feminism” (Miroiu 2004
a,b; Miroiu and Popescu 2004; Grunberg 2000a, b; Sloat 2004), women’s NGOs from Romania
were isolated from the public sphere.
In Poland, the underground actions during the 1980s translated into cooperation between
women and women’s newly established NGOs and their struggle to push for the law regarding
abortion not to pass (Baldez 2003; Grabowska and Regulska 2011). Here, women’s movement
emerged on the streets. Women’s NGOs could be distinguished by two features – whether they
were linked to the Catholic Church or not; the latter being less traditional, feminist or gender-based
organizations. Their divergences arose in issues regarding abortion, family and particularly on the
roles played by women in the family unit (Fuszara 2005, 1065).
During the transition period (1990 to 2007 when Romania accessed the European Union
and from 1990 to 2004 when Poland accessed the EU), the benefits of the socialist regime’s
policies were eliminated, due to the drastic cuts in the social programs (Bozena 2008). Closing
down communist enterprises meant closing their majority of social functions, from nurseries,
kindergartens, canteens, to organizing holidays and enterprise polyclinics (Metcalfe and
Afanassieva, 2005). However, inside the civil society sector, women’s NGOs were not resistant to
capitalist transition (Pollert 2003), nor have proposed a feminist agenda for reform (Metcalfe and
Afanassieva 2005, 398).
The hostile political climate, similar to the one encountered by Western feminists in the
1970s and 1980s, encouraged the development of broad coalitions and consolidation between
women’s groups. The differences between the varieties of feminism were less important,
ideologically women’s NGOs were rather complementary (Ferree and Hess 2001, 183). Moreover,
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external funders imported development models, such as jargons, rituals of training, workshops,
roundtables and seminars, or fundraising (Grunberg 2000a, b) that further affected the
organizational culture similarly.
International funding, lack of local and national support and lack of a voluntarism tradition
affected women’s NGOs by pushing them into the “NGO-ization” phase. This made women’s
NGOs less inclusive and more open to highly educated women who could offer expertise and
implement projects (Alvarez 1999).
Europeanization brought a reduction in state involvement in the economy and further
liberalization of the means of exchange (Grabbe 2002, 252). It was not substantive about women's
position, rather in many respects, gender inequalities were exacerbated with the economic
transition to a free market economy in both countries (Staszewska, Esplen and Dion 2010, 10).
Despite the European Union’s pressures for change, national institutions have not only retained,
but also visibly strengthened their power and their ability to forge patriarchal discourses (Regulska
and Grabowska 2008, 140).
European funding and institutional changes that occurred in the equality agenda have been
“strongly embedded in both the post-communist legacy as well as the process of EU accession”,
but with variation to the patterns of institutionalizing and different engagements of
intersectionality (Kriszan and Zentai 2012, 178). The differences in regard to the transportation of
legacies in present institutions and practices (Saxonberg and Selewa 2007) and the political
opportunity structure lead to divergent policy outcomes, as well as organizational types and
strategies of the feminist civil society (Spehar 2005; Glass and Fodor 2007).
After the two countries’ accession to the EU (2007 in Romania, 2004 in Poland) women’s
NGOs started to develop more diversely. In Romania, the movement cooperated with the sexual
minority organizations, unlike Poland where this cooperation began in the 1990s, similar to the
women’s movement in the 1980s in the United States.
Intersectional concerns grew inside the movement, as the concept became vernacularized,
and an explicit norm for feminist organizers in the United States, Latin America, Africa, the
Balkans and other ethnically divided contexts (Ewig and Ferree 2013, 416). In Romania, this
translated in the consolidation and inclusion of Roma women’s NGOs and the birth of grassroots
groups at the local level. In Poland, Jewish feminists, grassroots and young feminists that adopted
‘grrrl power’ played a key-role in the diversification of the movement.
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Therefore, the pressures from women’s NGOs, political parties initiatives, the UN
Conferences and preparations and harmonization of EU regulations on equal opportunity policies
have transformed women’s positions in the political, economic and social spheres in the two
countries (Jalusic and Antic 2000; Metcalfe and Afanassieva 2005).
Women’s NGOs have pushed to create more sensitive legislation concerning women’s
needs, to protect victims of domestic violence, sexual abuse, trafficking, living conditions, hiring
practices, and the overall welfare of women.
However, to date, both countries encounter issues in the employment rates of women (53%
in Poland, 52% in Romania – European Commission 20126). In both countries traditional family
models and the lack of sufficient childcare education, along with the low stimulation of both
parents to take maternal/paternal leave, as well as the pay gap between women and men (9.8% in
Poland and 12.5% in Romania – European Commission 2012) have had an important impact on
women’s lives (Kwiatkiewicz and Wild 2011) and the way in which they have chosen their jobs
and further advanced in their careers. In this manner, women moved jobs, professions, became
self-employed or took on casual work (Wallace 2003, 777).
In this section, I have mapped the most important macro and meso-level elements that
differentiate women’s NGOs in Romania and Poland. Due to spatial limitations, I have broadly
referred to “women’s NGOs” or “women’s movement”. However, under these concepts lies a
diversity of feminist and women based organizations, a diversity in goals and approaches, of focus
and organizational flexibility that I describe in the following sections. These sections can stand as
a point of differentiation between Eastern and Western feminist organizing. Eastern feminist
organizations have developed with delay in the region, but encompass several particularities in
regard to activities and workplace culture. Before presenting such particularities, a focus is placed
on leadership and women’s roles in the market place.
A kaleidoscope made of women’s leadership styles and roles
By influencing groups or followers to achieve certain objectives, leaders need to perform
specific roles (Yukl 1994). These roles are performed in certain contingencies and situations, with
various subordinates (Hassan and Silong 2008). New approaches stress out that leaders seek to
promote good interpersonal relations, team leadership, and worker participation in decision
6

https://data.oecd.org/emp/employment-rate.htm

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series • Issue No. 9/ 2017

P a g e | 57
making, establishing a climate of openness, mutual trust, respect, concern and receptiveness
(Polnick et al. 2007; Ritt 2004; Noble and Moore 2006, 601).
Empirical research in regard to how women and men diverge in leadership styles point out
to the following aspects: women tend to lead more democratically and involve employees in
decision-making (Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt 2001); women adopt an interpersonal
orientation, they keep the morale of their subordinates high and show concern about their welfare
at work (Melero 2011). Women are a source of inspiration and create different roles for their
subordinates (Bass and Riggio 2006). Female managers are more prone to lead with an
interpersonal orientation, while male managers might be more likely to apply a task-oriented style
(Melero 2011, 386).
Social movements theories on leadership draw attention on leader’s actions to organize
others to participate in social movements within structural contexts, their numerous roles and
multiple layers (Morris and Staggenborg 2004), or conflicts over leadership tasks and changes over
time (Morris and Staggenborg 2002).
Both approaches – leadership and social movements’ studies – stress out that women face
numerous challenges when advancing in their careers. These challenges are stemming from family
responsibilities, traditional family models, cultural attributed work roles, differences in
socialization, lack of childcare provisions, human resources practices, lack of influential social
networks, role models and gendered organizational cultures; legislation and political support,
economic status or class, race and age (Kwesiga and Bell 2004, 4-5).
In this manner, studies point out that women leaders are more attentive to processes, have
holistic goals, humanistic values, engage in building consensus and have a facilitating and
participatory style at the same time paying more attention to women’s numerous challenges
(Mizrahi and Lombe 2006). Mizrahi and Lombe (2006, 312) suggest that women’s perceptions of
the workplace culture are formed by their encounter with an existing male-dominated organization
and partly by their systems of norms, expectations, and experiences. Therefore, the core dimension
of this culture describes a psychosocial phenomenon that exists at work, or the norms that a woman
meets when she enters a male-dominated organization (Mizrahi and Lombe 2006, 312).
In this article, I show that women’s leadership particularities inside NGOs come from two
dimensions: activities they are involved in and a certain workplace culture. The workplace culture
is based on autonomy and absence of hierarchy and it is similar to Western feminist organizing, in
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the pursuit of creating an alternative to the logic of many workplaces. This includes rejecting or
minimizing organizational features such as hierarchical relationships, sexual harassment,
separation of public and private and male-biased norms of expression, conflict, decision-making,
self-promotion and humor (Ashcraft 2001, 80). However, specific particularities are met, particular
to the region. In the next sections, I describe and analyze these particularities.
A “double edged sword”: women and work in the civil society sphere
One of the first particularity of women’s leadership comes from the motivation behind
assuming such a role in the civil society sector, as formal leaders of NGOs. The majority of women
working here have pointed out that their roles as presidents, vice-presidents or directors have a
“deeper motivation”, a “cause” or a “strong belief” for implementing projects or actions that aim
social change for a more inclusive society. They consider their work different, confrontational,
and mostly one that it does not make you rich, it does not bring you fame and it mostly takes all
the time you have (president, pl-06).
Another aspect comes from the educational background. Women directors have
backgrounds in Social Sciences, Law, Psychology or Public Administration. In this sense, the
educational background highly affects the organizational structure “in accordance with their
previous experiences, influencing the mobilization, strategies, and outcomes of movements”
(Morris and Staggenborg 2002, 5). As other authors pointed out, leaders from middle and upper
classes have more education than their follower (Rejai and Phillips 1988; Veltmeyer and Petras
2002) and the people they are representing.
According to Morris and Staggenborg (2002, 8-9) educational capital represents a key
resource that leaders derive from their privileged backgrounds, because many of the activities
which organizations undertake consist of framing grievances and formulating ideologies, debating,
interfacing with media, public servants, developing strategies and tactics, innovating, manipulating
symbols and so on. Project writing and implementing, as well as the increased need for expertize
push the boundaries of a normal ‘nine-to-five’ job in two manners: constantly learning and
working outside contractual hours. One president suggests that:
I have to learn the legislation, the financial mechanisms, there are many things that I
should’ve known, but I don’t. And the organization cannot do better; improve if I don’t
take the responsibility to do these things as they should be done, if I don’t have the
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required knowledge. Therefore, I always read and learn and if the time isn’t right, I
find key people to fill these gaps of expertize (president, ro-06).

Moreover, working hours mean working during the weekends, at nighttime, whenever it is
asked (vice-president, ro-01), because you can’t put the pen down and leave (president, pl-15).
The lack of a fixed program and affects women’s time devoted to other domestic, care and social
cultural activities (Irimie, Baleanu and Boatca, 2013). Thus, working inside this sector can be
described as unconceivable, incomprehensible and stressful (president, pl-15).
Although longer hours are usually associated with higher income, it is not the case in the
civil society sector in Romania and Poland (Wallace 2003, 782). All organizations have generally
two types of working systems: one with individual working contracts in financed projects, in which
people are hired on some roles, on a job description and on a fixed income in conformity with
working contracts; and the other, which entangles activities that are not financed, in which people
do voluntary work. Individual working contracts can consist of service providers or copyright
contracts that are part-time.
In Poland, the majority of part-time contracts are in public and NGOs sector (Kwiatkiewicz
and Wild 2011, 7). Both Romania and Poland have lower rates of part-time work, and higher rates
of working long hours (Plantenga and Remery 2009, 52). The flexibility7 of work is consistent in
terms of time (working hours), place (place of work) and conditions (contractual arrangements)
(Wallace 2003, 774). This has been portrayed by activists as a blessing, when they are in control
of the hours, places of work and condition; and a curse when it comes to job protection and social
security:
(…) What makes the work in NGOs precarious? Everyone here has short-term
contracts, depending on the projects we are developing. It puts people in a precarious
situation, but at least it includes health insurance (vice-president, pl-07).

It’s a blessing when it’s by choice (vice-president, pl-02) because women have to divide
their time to domestic and care activities, some of them have children so we decided to have a more
flexible approach to office hours (vice-president, pl-12), others work in other organizations
7

This is consistent with the literature on flexible work, which has emphasized on the negative effects it has on lowpaid employees, often women and young people and the positive effects on the development of the family-work
balance for women (Wallace 2003, 774-5). Research shows that women value more than men flexible work
arrangements and that women emphasize benefits derived from flexible work arrangements (Grabowska 2014, 19).
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combining several sources of income (pl-01, ro-01), others are doing their studies (Masters, Ph.D.).
It is a curse when it disorganizes their personal lives and family time (Mazur 2008) and when it
consists of precariousness, lower salaries, and insecurity (Kwiatkiewicz 2011, 7).
The amounts of time spent and the job insecurity tied to project-based contracts affects the
fluctuation of employees. People come and go (vice-president, pl-07), some of them left and some
found other jobs, while others help when they can in their free time. Thus:

it is quite impossible to keep all these people here for long periods of time, or have a
plan for human resources. All I can do is try to keep them motivated, even if that means
finding ways to motivate them without financial resources (president, ro-15).

Therefore, another important aspect of particularity in regard to women’s roles comes from
the issue regarding the constant fluctuation of employees and the need to keep the remaining ones
motivated. Here, women employ several activities that are not found in the private or the public
sector. Motivation without financial resources translates to offering employees opportunities to
work in other NGOs; and when they win external funded projects, they facilitate other women
NGOs activists to take part. Moreover, they get involved in informal self-help networks and barter
for goods and services.
In this manner, leaders usually act as facilitators and mentors and less like formal presidents
or directors: we don’t deal with hierarchies, but responsibilities (vice-president, ro-01). None of
the organizations has working guidelines or procedures, only with knowledge-transfer from the
more experienced colleagues to the younger or less experienced ones (vice-president, pl-02).
Rejecting power structures builds consensus, ownership of work and dialogue. This can be easily
seen when visiting these organizations, in which open spaces and roundtables create more personal
interaction and room for negotiations.
According to Morris and Staggenborg (2004, 181), feminist groups have experimented
with structures that allow for both participatory democracy and effective and accountable
leadership (Disney and Gelb 2000 in Morris and Staggenborg 2004). Encouraging employees to
participate in decision-making is a strategy that leaders use over time, because it increases the level
of ownership of work:
We have collaboration relations, rather than hierarchical ones, because working for so
many years in this field and being on a coordinating position I have realized that when

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series • Issue No. 9/ 2017

P a g e | 61
people have control over their work and have decision-making power, they also perform
better (president, ro-13).

This is a common practice and strategy that is found in many women-based NGOs, and it
is considered a key-stimulating factor in welfare, performance and morale of the employees. It also
creates a sense of responsibility and independence that gives a little space to people, especially
when we have to deal with complex problems (president, ro-08).
Another aspect of the particularities that women leaders embrace in regard to activities are
related to engaging in less formal channels of communications and having more personal
interactions. Informal activities outside work consolidate the team, motivate people and help our
colleagues deal with their personal and professional issues. They create solidarity and relations
based on trust, respect and reciprocity (president, pl-05). They also offer a personal value to the
group; things are shared, valuing our political experiences, as women, on daily basis (president,
ro-04).
Considering the values and beliefs shared with their employees, as well as the nature of
relations that tend to be less formal, women use these attributes to encourage employees and
volunteers to work inside the civil society sector and thus balance between the negative and
positive aspects of this type of work. Despite the low-paid and sometimes precarious conditions
(including wages, working conditions, relations with local and national governments and funders),
women have developed strategies to offer their employees some rewards, motivations and advice.

Women workplace culture(s)
Like their Western counterparts, most women NGOs can be analyzed as “flattened
hierarchies,” in which some division of labor and authority structure are present, while power
differences are minimized (Ferree and Hess 2001, 103). The level of bureaucratization depends on
the strategic forms of associations. Hierarchies exist due to project and formal requirements, but
there are certain degrees of flexibility (ro-11, pl-05), everyone is involved at the level of project
writing, decision-making and strategies because everyone is multi-tasking (president, ro-12).
Service-provider NGOs need a certain degree of hierarchy due to the large number of beneficiaries
and the need for keeping up a procedure, but all decisions are made consensually. Volunteers
participate in meetings; everyone is involved in all matters of the projects (vice-president, ro-14).
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In this manner, the symbolic power of being a president is rather used outside the
organization, in negotiations with funders, in contact with public officials or the media:

So from the outside it looks professional, and it is good that it still looks like this, yet on
the inside the rules are flexible, decisions are made consensually and participatory and
everyone is her/his own boss (vice-president, pl-12).

Besides making decisions consensually, women leaders have other strategies in
maintaining a workplace culture that is more tailored to employees’ needs. These strategies imply
creating career opportunities by offering trainings outside the country and bringing external
experts in the organizations, sending them to classes and courses, mentoring or flexible working
hours.
In Romania, some women managers along with their teams have negotiated with
government representatives to create the occupation for gender equality expert (ro-01 and ro-02)
that in turn offers employees more career opportunities and legitimizes their work in relation to
governmental and political officials. This approach has made collaboration with certain institutions
more formal and serious.
In both Romania and Poland, even if organizations are bureaucratic, presidents have
“dressed up” or “sneaked in” some activities in external funded projects to offer employees the
liberty to follow their own agenda (ro-06, pl-12). From the outside, the organization can be seen
as playing the funding rules, but in fact, this procedure was done to maintain its identity and to
help people that the organization was working with.
This idea was grasped by a Polish NGO president that has even more difficulties in
accessing funding, due to the area in which it activates, sexual reproduction.

And as you probably know it can be an issue, because funders have their own agenda
and their organizations have their own agenda and we don’t want to be driven by the
funder’s agenda so it’s like this game of cat and mouse, we have to write grants, we
have to win grants and write them in a way that donors want to see, but also do our
own thing in a way (vice-president, pl-02).

This issue translates in making compromises and finding mechanisms through which
activists manage to ‘sneak in’ certain activities or practices allowing them to follow their own
interest or in the interests of others inside the community. As one president suggests:
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in this field we work with emotions, the beneficiaries’, the clients’ emotions and our
emotions as well, our feelings about what we are doing, our emotions about each other
(…) this is not just something made on papers, we deal here with sensitive issues (…)
each change affects these people, they are already in a sensitive situation, we don’t
want them to feel the pressures we are feeling so we find ways to sneak in some
activities, either in the project proposal, or inside other developing projects (president,
pl-06).

“Sneaking in” is a strategy of decoupling, in which women leaders take risks in order to
keep the needs of the employees and the beneficiaries in an equilibrium. In this sense, an
organizations’ identity is dynamic and is not chiseled in stone. It is built through negotiation, both
by insider perceptions and outsider impressions (Fiss and Zajac 2006, 1188). The “sneaking in”
strategy is more prone in Poland, where women had a longer organizing experience, than in
Romania.
According to Fiss and Zajac (2006, 1188) when organizations “talk the talk” but not “walk
the walk”, this is not due to enforcement of certain rules, procedures or norms, but also because
employees experience such norms and further transform their identities. Both identity
transformation and agency play a crucial role inside both Romanian and Polish women based
NGOs, even if sometimes it would seem that these organizations are absorbed and co-opted by the
funding schemes.
Decoupling strategies used by women managers are mechanisms that enhance
organizations’ autonomy (Rauth 2010). Thus, many times NGO managers find themselves
between conformity and resistance, passivity and agency, internalization and manipulation (Oliver
1991) and in a constant state of ‘negotiation’ and compromises.
Negotiations, even mental negotiations, our ideological ones, where we draw the line,
where we are compliant with our ideas and mission and where are we not, where we wouldn’t be
(president, pl-15) is a process that shapes the workplace culture of women’s NGOs. This is a
particular aspect of these organizations, in which the fluidity of needs is always transposed into
the daily working routine.
In both countries, women managers mobilize resources in creative ways. Lack of money
means doing several actions and activities differently, resorting to informal self-help networks like
bartering through private networks.
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Being creative is a matter of doing things differently, as an alternative route to lacking
money. Managers use informal networks to exchange information, expertize, professional advice,
political access, international support and material resources (Kwesiga and Bell 2004, 10). They
use their ties to local communities that foster consciousness rising, acting strategically and
challenge existing relationship with the state and other institutions (Morris and Staggenborg 2004).

Conclusions
In both Romania and Poland, the civil society sector encounters many issues in regard to
stable wages, job security and career opportunities. However, research shows that despite major
challenges and barriers, women are agents of change in their workplace, communities and
societies. In both countries, the civil society sector is a ‘double edged sword’ for women – on the
one hand it allows them to organize more inclusive and less hierarchical, while on the other hand
it places them in low-paid, part-time, insecure and untypical work forms.
The different starting points and composition of women based NGOs, path dependencies,
civil society development, economic opportunities, political factors, cultural perceptions and
ideologies, as well as the interpretation and translation of various international rules and norms are
some of the key factors that enhance heterogeneity in the structure of these organizations.
As described throughout the article, women’s leadership roles evolved differently in the
two countries. In Romania, the manner in which women perceived socialism and their relation
with politics affected the civic and political participation in the transition period. Women became
feminists and entered the civil society sector based on the encountering with Western feminist
literature, through academia. Due to the ‘private solidarity’ during socialism, and the close ties to
the academia, women’s NGOs developed scattered, fragmented and mostly collaborated with
external funders. However, the second generation of feminists challenged the institutionalized and
formalized ways of organizing and were more involved at the grassroots level. The organizational
type (mostly bureaucratic) that women’s NGOs developed throughout the years in Romania and
the strategic orientation (educational, self-help) has been turning its point in the last couple of years
to a more collectivist, cultural approach.
On the other hand, Poland experienced a ‘street-level’ feminism during the 1990s, where
women demanded changes in regard to their reproductive rights. They collaborated with each other
and the sexual minority movement, and with state institutions, rather than external funders.
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Moreover, the implication of women on behalf of civil society and political parties for the
improving of their representation has had a great impact on women’s NGOs in becoming powerful
actors, independent and with clear agendas.
Despite the many differences, I have described and analyzed similar patterns of women’s
formal leadership at the workplace and how they can facilitate a more inclusive, participatory and
stimulating work environment. Against numerous issues regarding flexible programs and
contracts, fluctuations in wages or shifts of personnel, women employ styles and strategies that
focus on mentoring activities; they develop opportunities for their employees, foster inter-personal
relations based on trust and reciprocity, encourage employees and volunteers to take responsibility
and share their work.
These approaches can stand as models in the public and private sector because they create
fairer working environments and focus on women’s empowerment at work. However, these
models are not enough for fostering gender equality in the labor market if they are not sustained
by political actors, gender sensitive legislations and managers themselves.
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Abstract: The mass participation of women in the communist-led Yugoslav Partisan resistance is
one of the most remarkable phenomena of the Second World War, which unprecedented and
elsewhere unrivaled female military involvement of more than two million women joining the
Partisan movement has inflicted change in the gender norms and values installing the Yugoslav
Communism. The female transition from the medical corps to the Partisan forefront combats, not
only created the new model of warfare, but also laid the foundations of the gender (semi)inclusive
communist leadership of the Partisan State, where though the Women’s Antifascist Front of
Yugoslavia, the political, economic and social realms, have become the new battlefields for
equality between the genders.
Although constitutionally defined as a “Federal Republic of equal nations and nationalities
freely united in achieving specific and common interests, where all social actors, each according
to ability and needs, are contributing to the realization of the human rights and freedoms with
respect to human dignity” (as stated in the Constituent Acts of Yugoslavia and Constitution of
SFRY, 1974), women in the Yugoslav system were well represented in comparison with the
representation of women in other communist or noncommunist countries at the time (prior to the
first-wave of the feminist movement), but yet, underrepresented in comparison with their
participation in the National Liberation Movement. Instead of being celebrated, the merit of
women in all aspects of the anti-fascist resistance, after winning the battlefield of the Second World
War was disregarded, which has put them in another battlefield for equality between the genders.
Considering the extent of the struggle, conclusions can be drawn that the fight against the fascist
aggressor was easier than the fight against the patriarchal one. In that regard, through an analytical,
qualitative, quantitative and comparative approach, this article aspires to answer the question of if
and how the Yugoslav Communism has affected the gender and power discourses in the former
Communist Federal and today’s Democratic Sovereign Republics.
Keywords: communism, Yugoslavia, power, gender discourse.
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Introduction: How it all started?
Unlike the Western model of balancing women’s rights with the men’s primarily utilizing
the means of campaigns for reforms on political, economic and social issues, the Yugoslav model
of attaining female representation in the political, economic and social realm grounds its
foundation on women’s participation and merit in the Yugoslav communist-led Partisan movement
liberating the South Slav State from the Fascist invader in the time of the Second World War. 1
Analogously, while in the Western world women were fighting against the patriarchal antagonist
trying to preserve male supremacy and subordination of women, in the Yugoslav case women were
fighting against the fascist aggressor in joint force with their male combatants, which constitutes a
distinct approach to the final aspiration of gender balanced societies, reflected over the
arrangement of countries and their perception of women’s role. Whereas in the Western case, the
status of women from an already secondary deployment was subdivided along the racial and social
class bases, branching the feminist movement on three different waves for suffrage and political
rights of the upper and middle-class white women (first wave feminism), socio-cultural rights of
women regardless of their race and class (second wave feminism) and equal representation and
value of labor between the genders in all spheres of life (third and still ongoing wave of feminism);2
in the South Slav case, the seriousness and urgency of the wartime left no room for any sort of
ethnic or social class subdivision of the status of women, whose unity and solidarity led to the
collective treatment of the question of women’s rights in the later stage of their political, economic
and social partake in the Federal Yugoslav Republic. Either in the Western or Yugoslav post-war
model of struggle for equality between the genders, the patriarchal oppression did not lag behind
in no time or occasion, in which fight back, the greater solidarity and unity of the South Slav
women regardless of ethnicity and social class, managed to introduce women’s rights in the
Yugoslav Constitution of 1946, and subsequently prioritize them in the fourth and final
constitutional drawing of 1974.3
In times of the most devastating and downturn developments, popular unrests and
humanitarian crises ever witnessed in human history, the only bright side in the darkness of the

1

Jelena Batinic, Gender, revolution, and war: The Mobilization of Women in the Yugoslav Partisan Resistance during
World War II, (Stanford University 2009), Pages: 2-13.
2
Daniel Thomas Cook and Michael Ryan, Encyclopedia of Gender and Sexuality Studies (Wiley Blackwell 2016),
Pages: 290-293.
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Chiara Bonfiglioli, The Dangerous Women Project: Partizanke, (University of Edinburg, 2016) Pages:1-3.
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World Wars was their impact in the elevation of women’s rights in society. In the case of the South
Slav State, the mobilization of male soldiers during the First World War with its gender exclusive
model of warfare, evidently led to opening of many employing vacancies for the women. In the
state of emergency, women came across the opportunity for their self-actualization and financial
independence, that with the rise of the Second World War and women’s participation in battle
ranks of the Partisan resistance implied the inclusive and up until then, unseen concept of warfare.4
Thus, women have clearly testified their ability to deal with weapons, as well as they were dealing
with the household prior to their military involvement. Colorblind to the colorful abilities of
women to fit in the palette of societal roles and engagements, men did not admit, and even less
allow an equal footing of women, that in contrast to women’s expectations to be awarded for their
merit either in the economic viability (World War I) or military auxiliary (World War II), often
ended up disregarded and even disputed with measures back-setting their rights and freedoms to
the place they were before. Despite the record of 100,000 women fighting as Partisans, 2 million
participating in support of the National Liberation Movement, 25,000 women’s lives lost in the
battlefields, 40,000 wounded and 92 designated as national heroes,5 as the wartimes were coming
to an end and men started returning from the warfronts, the unchanged laws regulating the status
of women, inflamed suspicion for intended setback of women’s positioning as the most
disenfranchised citizen of the country.

6

The inertness of the communist and male-dominated

leadership in initiating and proceeding lawful equality between the genders, made it clear that after
winning over the fascist aggressor, the patriarchal antagonist was on the way to become the new
rival of women in the battle for their rights and freedoms.
The post-war broken promises and dreams for society, in which one’s competence rather
than gender decides about the role played or status enjoyed, didn’t deter the women in their
intentions, but only strengthened their aspirations for political, economic and social partake of the
Yugoslav Federation, that conveyed through the Antifascist Women’s Front as the unity of female
Partisans and Communist Party members from families with traditionally leftist engagement, 7 set
the new dimension of gender rights and freedoms in the South Slav State. In times of predominant
4
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patriarchal rhetoric, the formation and operation of such Antifascist Women’s Front retitled as
Women’s Society of Yugoslavia following its abolition in 1953,8 would undoubtedly become a
matter of immediate discord and extermination, that due to the Front’s initial and men’s approved
role in the mobilization of women joining the National Liberation Movement against the fascist
invader, its existence even in transition from the anti-fascist to the pro-feminist role, were spared
from the consequences it would eventually encounter as if the Front was operating in another
country at the time. As a matter of fact, the wartimes not only provided the women with the
opportunity to exercise financial independence (resulting from men leaving to the military and
women taking over jobs during the First World War) and demonstrated their resistant capability
(appearing with the women’s involvement in the battlefields of the Second World War), but also
provided the women with the opportunity to mobilize themselves in causes that imply
improvement of their status in the society. The only advantage of the most disadvantageous era in
the world’s history, indescribable to many societies at the given time, led to the consideration of
women’s requirements in the installment of the regime arranging the Yugoslav Federation, in
which communist leadership, women with names worth being mentioned, were found in the
forefront lines as well. Given that Latinka Perovic held the position of Chief Secretary of the
Communist Party (1968 – 1972), Savka Dabcevic Kucar executed the role of Prime Minister of
the Communist Party (1967 – 1969), and, most notably, Milka Planinc carried the position of State
Prime Minister (1982 – 1986),9 a conclusion can be drawn that in communist times it was possible
for women to reach the high social strata, but yet, the evidence of their unequal representation
(compared to men) and dismissal due to their “too liberal” convictions, creates the impression of
an obnoxious attitude towards female emancipation and equality between genders, prevailing over
the assumption of women being treated the same as their male colleagues and fellow compatriots.
In their weakness to confront women’s military engagement, oftentimes, the female Partisans have
been portrayed as ugly, dirty and promiscuous in the Fascist propaganda that perceived women’s
participation in the liberation struggle as an abnormality to the natural gender order. 10 Not much
different from the Fascist attempt to demoralize and uglify the women holding artillery instead of
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cleaning equipment and diving their hands in blood rather than dust, the post-war patriarchal
propaganda placed its accent on the glorification of women’s roles as a mother and a caring
housewife, overshadowing the image of a powerful political, economic and social individual, and
somehow managed to penetrate into the depth of women’s psychology and convince them they
were “naturally predetermined” for these roles. Given that the participation of the “ugly, dirty and
promiscuous” women in the Partisan ranks as self-mobilized through the Antifascist Women’s
Front has carved the new subjectivities of the South Slav women, whose rights were initially
recognized in the Yugoslav Constitution of 1946 and advanced in the fourth and final Constitution
of 1974 as the Front transformed itself into a Women’s Society of Yugoslavia, 11 yet in practice,
the admiration of the mother and housewife images counterweighted by the business-woman
disfiguring attitude of men, has manipulated women’s elevation in the upper political, social and
economic echelons of the country. The constitutional provision of rights coupled with the
propagandistic seizure of the rights provided, coinciding with the principle of reverse psychology
in the effect over the rightful beneficiaries, once again made it clear that the constitutional
upholding of women’s status, by no means, prevents or extracts their discrimination and
ambiguous manipulation.12 While the conviction that women’s contribution to the country’s
economy and resistance are predetermined to expiry date approximating with the end of the war,
let the less educated women return to their traditional maternal and spousal roles as soon as the
fascist occupier withdrew from the South Slav territory and men regained their political, economic
and social positioning; the better educated and established feminists of the society ascribed to the
Communist mantra with unwavering endeavors to change the practice, that instead of being
regulated by the gender-respective Constitution, deviated from the acts prescribed therein.
Indicator of how the Constitutional provision failed to secure an equal representation of the genders
in the political, economic and social realm, is the quota system that besides its “generosity”, hardly
managed to obtain a critical mass of 30% female representation,13 as a consequence of the
propaganda nurturing the stereotype that the role of women at the workplace, is not as “sexy” as
the one maintained at home. As an easy prey of the propaganda, the submissiveness of the less
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educated women under the stigma of “naturally predetermined roles” of the genders, undoubtedly
has disintegrated women’s unity as it was noted in the Front’s deeds fighting against the Fascist
regime, whose internal bisection on prejudice-affected (less educated) and prejudice-immune
(better emancipated) women, evidently led to loss of power in the fight for equality with men. Thus
by multiplying the time needed to the single victory over men’s supremacy, guides to the
estimation that the battle against the fascist aggressor was easier to win than the battle against the
patriarchal one.

The new “She”: What South Slav feminism owes to Yugoslav communism?
Although oftentimes confronted by the male and supreme authorities, the South Slav
women have contributed to the process of postwar reconstruction and development of Federative
Yugoslavia, from its creation up until its breakup on six Democratic Sovereign Republics
(Slovenia, Serbia, Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina). As once
constituent and Continental Law provided the Republics with rights and freedoms regulated under
the same constitutional provision, it is believed that even three-decades after the fall of the
Federation, the present gender discourse in any of the successor countries, grounds its foundation
on the burden of the heritage of four main events. Besides the First World War’s provision of
financial independence and the Second World War’s endowment of military, political, economic
and social rights to women (singled through the Antifascist Women’s Front and Women’s Society
of Yugoslavia as aforementioned), the third event that greatly shaped the gender discourse either
in the Federative Communist or Sovereign Democratic times of the Republics, is the Convention
for the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women, adopted in 1979 and ratified
in 1982, followed by the fourth event of Gender Task Force of the Stability Pact succeeding their
segregation.14
While two of the pillars bearing the load of the gender imperative (referring to the World
Wars) are considered as external phenomena of the time, the Convention constituting the third
pillar supporting the further construction and upgrade of the gender rights is recognized as a benefit
of Yugoslav Communism that hardly fits within the matrix of other co-occurring Communist
regimes. Known as an International Bill of Women’s Rights that each successor State inherited
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from the Yugoslav times, with its sixteen acts accordingly treating the non-discrimination and sex
stereotypes (article 1-6), women’s public-sphere rights (part 7-9), women’s economic and social
rights (part 10-14), and women’s right to equality in family and marriage (part 15-16),15 it is
believed that the Convention laid the groundwork of modern-day gender discourse of the
descendants that once were united under the Constitutional drawing of “Federative Republic of
equal nations and nationalities, freely united in achieving specific and common interests, where
all social actors, each according to ability and needs, are contributing to the realization of the
human rights and freedoms with respect to human dignity”.16 Even though the constitutional
setting and conventional norm accordingly monitored by the Committee for the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women were working in favor of the equality between the genders, the
concentration of power solely in hands of the Communist Party using the Parliament and other
elective bodies as its façade,17 made it clear that women could prosper and fulfill the rights
prescribed to them, only through joining the Party. Knowing that there is no “highway” to gender
equality but only “stairway” to the world of equal opportunities, more and more women constituted
the Party’s membership, and thus, through its channels, climbed into the higher layers of society.
The change in the composition of the workforce inevitably brought on the table the question of
motherhood, in whose response the infrastructure was accordingly adjusted to facilitate the
industrialized childcare.18 Since women’s housework implied much more than reproductive and
offspring-supportive services, following the industrialization of childcare, marketization of the
other “housewife” duties and responsibilities such as cleaning, cooking and home care,19
inaugurated the Yugoslav economy by also shifting the discourse of labor. Thus, the elimination
of the income-making and house-keeping division of roles between the genders, led to a shift of
the home-made goods and services to ready-to-purchase ones, and in this transition, the demand
was met by the market and state apparatus respectively. Either through the marketization or state
intervention converting the housewife amenities into transactional or public goods and services,

15
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from a “prosumer”, the concept of the family has evolved into a producer and consumer entity, 20
with earning and purchasing power distributed between the genders acting as spouses in the
matrimonial relationship.
On top of the convenience to maintain the role of a mother and a working woman, with the
aim to stimulate and encourage participation of women in public spheres of Yugoslav society, the
system of women’s quota was introduced. To some, this was understood as a double burden that
had little to do (or nothing at all) with women’s emancipation.21 Unlike women’s political,
economic and social step-in either through the Front’s or Society’s spiral “drilling” the communist
ground as laid on the leftist ideology, for the first time after the World Wars, with the ratification
of the Convention, right-wing attitudes spreading a rightist ideology claiming that professional
activity was not a choice that women made but a quota-pushed necessity imposed on them, affected
the region. Instead of a measure intended to provide equal opportunities to an underrepresented
group (in this particular case, women), ideas such as quotas in politics were moreover perceived
as a limitation of electoral freedom and reinforcement of the stereotype that women needed
“special help” to occupy positions that otherwise they may not have been qualified for. 22 The
discriminatory or rivers-discriminatory legislative (lawful) and soft (unwritten but verbally agreed)
quotas intended to ensure an equal electoral opportunity for men and women, evidently attained a
critical mass (estimated to 30%) of female representation in the political sphere of the South Slav
Republics nowadays.23 In this regard, as much as appreciated, the quota system can be accused of
withholding a greater equality between the genders, due to the “insulting” treatment towards
women. Although general comparisons point to an upward trend in women’s participation in
parliamentary and governmental structures of the once constituent Republics, the 23th positioning
of Serbia, 25th of Slovenia, 29th of Macedonia, 50th of Croatia, 62nd of Bosnia and Herzegovina,
and 102nd of Montenegro on the world’s scale of female involvement in politics,24 indicate a
dissatisfying level of equality between the genders and failure of the quotas to secure any better
Cheris Kamarae and Dale Spender, Routledge International Encyclopedia of Women: Global Women’s Issues and
Knowledge (Routledge, 2000) Page: 1069.
21
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positioning of the countries. While the proportion of women in parliamentary and governmental
compositions of the successor countries failed to reach even 40%, the situation greatly contrasts
from women’s involvement in the judiciary system where their presence varies from 60 – 70%
according to the UNECE statistics. Just the way women dominate in the medical filed as nurses
due to their supposed “natural propensity” to thoroughness, the strong positioning of women in the
judiciary system of the successor countries is considered a legacy of the communist era, in which
women were favored by the sector due to their “natural tendency” to righteousness, that lately led
to a feminization of the sector. Yet, this never involved the Supreme Courts and Constitutional
Tribunals as men still dominated these.25
However, even when proportionally equal within a particular sector, the different
positioning of genders in the hierarchy of the very same sector has reflected on the status of
ownership of real estate and other registered properties between men and women. Since women
were predominantly in the lower and rarely in the middle layers of the political, economic and
social compositions of the South Slav Countries, right below the upper positioning of men in the
very same structures, without further analysis, a conclusion can be drawn that the earning and
purchasing power between the genders was far from equal as well. In that respect, while only 7.8%
of the women owned a car, 8.7% were actual home owners, 7% disposed of agricultural soil or
weekend houses, 2% owned private businesses and only 2% acquired savings, on the other side of
the coin, 42% of the men owned vehicles, 32% were home owners, 21% disposed of agricultural
soil or weekend houses, 6% owned private businesses and 4% acquired savings. 26 In spite of the
communist regime that minimized individual ownership and maximized common proprietorship,
objective statistics and ratio between the genders, have confirmed the subjective feeling of
inequality. Although women constituted the South Slav popular majority of 52%, in regard to their
representation of only 17% in the parliamentary and 24.4% in the provincial assemblies,27 women
have also turned into a minority in the political elite, even despite the Convention and gender
quotas brought to power.
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Not only did the negative or direct discrimination against women contribute to the gender
inequality at the time, but also the positive or indirect discrimination arising with women’s right
to maternity leave, offspring rearing leave and sick child care leave, portrayed the women as
“risky” and “demanding” labor due to the rights granted to them by law.28 Hence, the evolution of
rights prescribed to women opened room for another form of discrimination that from “dangerous”
and “rebellious” (referring to the times of female involvement in the Anti-Fascist and Partisan
combats), categorized the women in the group of “delicate” and even “hazardous” labor to the
employers interested in production generating profits, rather than equality and justice between the
genders. The conspiracy of positive discrimination against women at the workplace came to the
fore with almost even statistics and somehow balanced the ratio of highly educated men and
women in the South Slav State. That discredited even the smallest possibility of accusing women’s
professional incompetence, when it comes to their wide-spread unemployment. Women represent
60% of the total number of highly educated ‘cadres’ (university or college degree holders), 45%
of the overall quantity of post-graduates and 37% of the PhD academics in the Yugoslav
knowledge society,29 which makes it clear that even though qualified not only for the executive
but also for managerial professional engagements in the political, economic and social realm,
women are not equal to men when it comes to their employment and career prospects.
An internal study going deeper into the matter of discrimination against women indicates
that even when highly educated and professionally well positioned, women enjoyed lower support
and understanding from their families, spouses and affiliated institutions compared to men,30
mostly due to the traditional values transmitted from the past, sacred (mis)interpretations (present
although silenced by the communist ideology) and financial limits where the priority was given to
education and capacity building of the male offspring(s) in the family, and if anything was left,
then resources were allocated for the emancipation of female.
Regarding the consideration that the knowledgeable women, even in spite of their
competence and fulfillment of the prerequisite to bear equal responsibility and decision-making
power with men, according to the Bureau of Statistic Data still comprised the majority of the
28

Malgorzata Fuszara, Discrimination against women in law and in practice in political and public life including
during times of political transitions. Region: Eastern Europe (OHCHR, 2012) Page: 21.
29
Milka Puzigaca, Status and Gender Equality in Yugoslavia: The Position of Women in Yugoslavia. (Agency for
Research and Development, 2002) Page: 4.
30
Milka Puzigaca, Status and Gender Equality in Yugoslavia: The Position of Women in Yugoslavia. (Agency for
Research and Development, 2002) Page: 4.

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series • Issue No. 9/ 2017

P a g e | 80
Yugoslav unemployment rate,31 it is assumed that male supremacy oppressed the women and even
traded the Country’s progress for regress, by not entirely utilizing women’s potential and capacity
in causes of national competitive advantage. Instead of objectively being judged on their
qualification and competencies, analyses show that employers significantly more often question
women than men about their marital status (40% of women and 23% of men), about the number
and age of their children (27% of women and 14% of men), about their dressing habits (6% of
women and 1% of men), and about possible complains of their spouses concerning overtime work
and business trips (3% of women and 1% of men).32 That clearly indicates a discriminating attitude
towards women regardless of their professional distinction and working abilities.
While the quotas have been created precisely to prevent and deal with the phenomenon of
discrimination against women, with the collapse of the communist regime and failure of its
ideology to provide equality among the genders and social classes, considerable distrust towards
the measure of quotas affected the popular masses that used to believe the system they live in was
built on true partnership between the sexes. Exactly in the clash between the quota supporting and
opposing arguments, regardless of the effort invested in implementing the solution that supposed
to secure a “critical mass” of at least 30% women’s participation in the political, economic and
social spheres, the observance of the quota instrument varied from mandatory where the electoral
lists and human-resource compositions were not approved if they failed to meet the criteria, to
tolerable where the same were considered as a recommendation rather than a must in the political,
economic and social functioning.33
As the trend of legislative (mandatory) and soft (tolerable) quotas walked out of fashion
due to its inefficiency either to secure equal representation of the genders or stimulate female
participation in “men’s businesses”, following the collapse of the Yugoslav Federation, the
solution to post-conflict reconciliation and equality between men and women, was found in the
Stability Pact and the Gender Task Force for South Eastern Europe. Not much different from the
World Wars dramaturgy in which women played a pivotal role in the liberating and post-war
reconstruction movement, following the Yugoslav break-up, women have repeatedly become the
31
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key factor to post-conflict rapprochement and transition in the Balkan region.34 Created at the
initiative of the European Union and with a helping hand of the international community, the
Stability Pact and the Gender Task Force or else known as “the sandwich strategy” due to the twosided pressure over the authorities from the international (or external) organizations such as the
UN, OSCE/ODIHR, the Council of Europe and the European Commission on the one hand, and
the national (or internal) actors for democratic change on the other hand, 35 aimed at bridging the
gap of unequal opportunities between the genders as left from the communist and quota systems.
With a vision to empower the women through the three-pillared mission of 1) increased public
awareness for female participation not only in the middle but also in the upper strata of the society,
2) reformed electoral systems and 3) established governmental mechanisms that promote gender
equality along the quota method,36 an impression is created that the Gender Task Force of the
Stability Pact did not take over the quota instrument, but only complemented the notion in the part
where “positive discrimination” has counterweighted the desired equality between the sexes. The
hybrid combination of gender quotas with facilitation mechanisms as “sandwiched” between the
national and international human rights agents, according to the statistical change and upward trend
of women holding equal responsibility and decision-making power with men, has achieved great
success compared to the previous gender and power-sharing discourse in the region, in which the
(mis)use of women in politics as a tool generating political points in favor of the parties that not
necessarily have granted them the power to govern but employed them as puppets in men’s hands,
loaded new form of controversy in the South Slav state of affairs between the genders. Moreover,
since the Pact’s and Force’s installed mechanisms in most of the cases were financed and managed
by the state, analogously, their efficiency depended on the fact whether the party on power obeyed
a rightist or leftist ideology.37
Besides implementing governmental mechanisms and the reformation of the electoral
system, improving public awareness about the right to equal opportunities of men and women
through the channels of media and education denoted another domain of intervention of the
34
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Stability Pact and the Gender Task Force that intended to balance the communist androcentric
rhetoric with gynocentric oration. The lower promotion and shorter exposure of women in the
visual, audio and written media (half of the time of men), where if involved in programs other than
selling commercials (where they were expected to discuss topics of supposed interest to women
rather than internal or foreign state affairs) are held responsible for the promotion of traditional
roles between the genders and the propagation of discrimination against women, all in the service
of the conservative and male supremacy at the time. The link of women’s traditional role with the
human nature of genders that propagated women as too gentile and sensitive for the dirty game of
politics where one’s assertiveness and pushiness determine the mastery of players,38 as a message
conveyed through the textbooks and conventional media, inevitably has singled the impact in the
mindset of people during communist times and left traces even in the post-communist and
transitional era of the segregated countries. Despite the visual, audio and written media’s impact,
as the Democratic Sovereign Republics were reinforcing their religious beliefs in the transition
from the Federal Communist regime in the weakness of the church to secure a greater
secularization from the state, the ecclesiastical lineup and priesthood have been used as another
type of media, (mis)preaching about the division of societal roles between the genders. Hence, the
close church-state relationship tended to limit the rights of women (including the right to abortion)
and strengthen the right-wing discourse that emphasized the bisection of genders in their separate
spheres, with women invariably placed in the private and household-related sphere.39 Considering
the findings of a Gallup Poll investigating the importance of religion in the segregated countries,
where the religious prominence of 78.5% in Macedonia, 66.5% in Croatia, 66% in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, 50.5% in Serbia, 47% in Slovenia and 45.5% in Montenegro demonstrate strong
attachment of the people to their religious system of beliefs, an assumed aftermath of limited
opportunities to women in the public sphere comes to the forefront.40 Nevertheless, taking into
consideration that 500 years ago today, on the very same territory, the Church was still discussing
whether the woman was indeed a human being and whether she had a soul, the modern-day attempt
for the limitation of women’s rights and accusation (usually supported by the political conservative
38
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parties) that women are responsible for the death of the nation due to the right to decide on their
reproductive role in the society, indicate progress in the gender and power discourses that
repeatedly and partially finds its credit in the communist narrative.41
Although the mileage to attainment of fully righteous equality between the genders is still
long to go, almost three decades after the fall of Yugoslavia and transition from Communist Federal
to Democratic Sovereign governance, the South Slav women today happily (and yet tendentiously)
enjoy the benefits of their heritage, such as the right to marry, divorce, co-habit or reproduce
themselves, the right to choose their careers and manage their intellectual, human, financial and
physical capital, alongside the right to compete with men in the political, economic and social
spheres on matters they consider important. Hence, according to the latest overview of the status
of female political leadership, out of twenty-two women found at the highest political functions
around the world (President and Prime Minister terms only), even four have governed the Former
Yugoslav and present Democratic Sovereign Republics at given interval of time. Figures such as
the sitting Serbian Prime Minister - Ana Brnabic and Croatian President - Kolinda Grabar
Kitarovic, accompanied with the legacies of the former Slovenian Prime Minister - Alenka
Bratusek (2013-2014), former Croatian Prime Minister - Jadranka Kosor (2009-2011), former
Macedonian (acting) Prime Minister - Radmila Sekerinska (2004), former President of Bosnia and
Herzegovina - Borjana Kristo (2007-2011) and former (acting) President of Serbia - Natasha Micic
(2002-2004),42 as well as memories of Milka Planinc serving as the State Prime Minister (1982 –
1986), Latinka Perovic performing as the Chief Secretary (1968 – 1972) and Savka Dabcevic
Kucar as the Prime Minister of the Yugoslav Communist Party (1967 – 1969),43 testify that despite
the successive communist and post-communist obstacles, South Slav women have fought for their
presence (although proportionally not equal with men) in the political realm, trend which was also
preserved in the economic and social spheres where according to the findings of the International
Monetary Fund on Women’s Role in the Western Balkans, increasing female participation in the
composition of labor and societal subdivisions is also in fashion.44
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Conclusion: From Communism to Feminism. What does it take?
Unlike the Western model of equality of women’s and men’s rights, primarily utilizing the
means of campaign for reforms on political, economic and social issues, the South Slav model of
attaining female equivalence in the political, economic, social and even military realm, grounds its
foundation in the Communist ideology and cycle of four main events. While 1) the First World
War has provided the women with the opportunity to exercise financial independence by taking
over the vacancies opened with men’s military recruitment, 2) the Second World War’s female
participation in the Partisan resistance through the Women’s Antifascist Front, later becoming
Women’s Society of Yugoslavia at the end of the war, has loaded a new assortment of political,
economic and social rights for women, that with 3) the Convention for Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination Against Women and 4) the Gender Task Force of the Stability Pact, greater equality
between the genders came to the fore in the once Communist Federal and nowadays Democratic
Sovereign Republics.
Evidently, in time of the most devastating and downturn developments, popular unrests
and humanitarian crises ever witnessed in the human history, the only bright side in the darkness
of the World Wars, was their impact in the promotion of women’s rights in the South Slav society.
Hence, from propagated as “ugly, dirty and promiscuous” by the fascist aggressor, as the political,
economic and social spheres have turned into new battlefields for equality between the genders,
women became the “demanding and hazardous” labor as propagated by the patriarchal one. Even
though many different mechanisms such as committees and gender quotas were brought to power
to balance the androcentric rhetoric, instead of awarded for their merit of economic viability
(World War I), military auxiliary (World War II) or post-war reconstruction of the communist and
post-communist society (the Convention and the Gender Task Force impact), the South Slav
women have become matter of direct and indirect (positive) discrimination, manipulation,
stereotyping and even (mis)use as a tool of generating political points in favor of the parties that
not necessarily granted them the power to govern when elected for office, but played them as
puppets in man’s hands, that all together extended the struggle for women’s rights up until present
times.
A famous and generally accepted axiom referring to the gender discourse in the countries
that once constituted the Yugoslav Federation used to say that “women survived Communism and
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even laughed, but stopped laughing many times since”,45 meaning that the South Slav Communism
was quite beneficial for the women, whose status encountered a series of obstacles withholding its
further development in the transition towards the Sovereign Democratic arrangement of the once
Federative Communist Republics.
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1. The Light Comes from the East: Women’s Emancipation in a Brief Historic Survey
This is the year of the 100th anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution which ushered in the
communist regime in Europe. The communist experiment has left indelible marks, or rather scars,
on mankind and its complex, tragic, and pervasive legacy is still with us, almost three decades
after the collapse of the communist system in Europe.
Given the centrality of the Soviet Union to the communist experiment, the paper develops
a two tier-focus that involves a brisk review of the relevant Soviet realities under communists, and
then shifts the focus to the Romanian communist environment, so as to particularize and refine the
supra-national Soviet blueprint that was exported to the satellite states. The women’s
emancipations and the reproductive policies that lie at the core of this paper were no exception,
therefore the paper starts by outlining the Soviet context and then moves on to the harsh Romanian
realities.
Upon the anniversary of the red century, it might be appropriate to point out that the
communist party in the Soviet Union, which set the tone for the other communist states emerging
after World War II, had as its distinct and ambitious goal “to keep society atomized and to create
as rapidly and as completely as the recalcitrant human material and the refractory surrounding
world will permit, a new man, a new society, and a new world."1 The perspective shared by the
history professor at the California State University in Los Angeles reflects the communist party
ideology and sadly resonates with the experience of the people who lived under communism in
the Soviet Union and the satellite states.
Where did women stand in this endeavour? According to research, “the ideological
foundation for women’s equality with men was laid by August Bebel and Friedrich Engels in the
19th century.”2 The inspiration for the emancipation of women is commonly traced to Engels’
work of 1884 as it is actually in his book “The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the
State” that he lays the cornerstones to women’s liberation:
“The emancipation of women and their equality with men are impossible and must
remain so as long as women are excluded from socially productive work and restricted
to housework, which is private. The emancipation of women becomes possible only

1
2
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when women are enabled to take part in production on a large, social scale, and when
domestic duties require their attention only to a minor degree.“3

The Soviet women were the first to experience what was expected to be the liberating
effects of their emancipation and what, in real life, turned out to be additional burdens. Since the
Soviet women’s emancipation was the first of its kind and originally appeared to carry a lot of
promise for women, I will point out its main features, all the more so as its blueprint was
subsequently exported to all the communist countries and then imposed in an effort to build what
the communist propaganda described as the new man and the new society.
The consequences of women’s emancipation in the wake of the 1917 revolution in Russia
were sweeping. They permeated all the layers of the Soviet society as the liberated women emerged
out of their households and joined the workforce in unprecedentedly high numbers. This
emancipation process was facilitated and accelerated by the Constitution adopted in 1918 which
“mandated labour as the primary duty of all citizens. And as Stalin said very succinctly, ‘it is not
property status, not national origin, not sex, nor office, but personal ability and personal labor that
determines the position of every citizen in society’."4
In the short span of less than two decades the labour market in the Soviet Union was able
to expand vigorously thanks to women’s emancipation. The figures capture all this dramatic
increase in the workforce called to build the new world: “In 1935 women made up 44% of the
work force of the USSR, and by 1937, 50%.”5 With what consequences for the liberated women?
Researchers are unanimous in identifying the double burden that the communist state was thus
imposing on the liberated women, as well as the discrepancy between the high-flown communist
ideology and its precarious materialization. “Bolshevik ideology was unique in that it tried to
encode the utopian, serving both as a means of social control and fuel for revolutionary
experimentation and radical change. “6
The changes were indeed radical while the experimentation was unprecedentedly large in
scale and, by way of consequence, socially unsettling, as the range of statements below are able to
document:
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“In reality, however, women all too often found themselves both caring for the home
and family in addition to working a full-time job in a factory or farm. Women did benefit
from the improved health and living conditions provided for workers and their families.
But they rarely made it to senior positions.”7

Not to mention the fact that in the name of equality - the hallmark of the communist
ideology - women were offered the “opportunity” to do man’s work: in mining, in construction
work, in heavy machinery factories.
A woman researcher’s perception comes across as even harsher when she surveys the
women’s predicament under communists in the Soviet Union that was soon to be elevated to
blueprint status, that was promptly adopted by all the states behind the Iron Curtain:
“While the state claimed to have achieved the liberation of women in a flood of selfserving propaganda, in reality all affirmative action policies were abandoned as
women were turned into workhorses-cum-brood mares. The patriarchal family,
renamed as socialist, was glorified, divorce became difficult to obtain, abortion was
declared illegal, and women were exhorted to both produce and reproduce for the sake
of the nation.” 8

The situation obtaining in communist Romania was no different. The vision was similar and so
were the economic goals of maximizing the workforce by enlisting the liberated women’s efforts.
Like the other East European Communist states, Romania needed to attract women’s labour in
order to enhance the workforce and implement the local communist party’s program for the
country’s rapid industrialization in the early decades after World War II.
Little surprise then that the plight of the Romanian women resonated so predictably with
that of Soviet women:
“The woman had to be a great mother, accomplishing all her duties at home, but in a
parallel plan <sic> she had to be a good socialist worker, who wasn’t to be
discriminated when it came to do work done only by men. Communists claimed that
being given the chance to work, to study and to be a housewife, women could fulfill all
their dreams. The communist state was the only entity through which happiness could
be pursued.” 9

This constant drive for reaching high standards in whatever women were called to do - that
the communist regime tooted in order to project its superiority over the capitalist regime - gradually
eroded the Marxist dictum, long perceived as the very core of the communist ideology, about the
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contribution of each communist citizen according to his or her abilities and the state’s support
according to each citizen’s needs. As a result, throughout the states in which the communist regime
was imposed, “women suffered from the notorious double burden of formal employment and
housework.” 10
The original plans to put in place a comprehensive support system for the liberated women
never materialized to the extent that was intended by the communist regime. Thanks to their
emancipation, women in communism were expected to be focused and effective at the workplace,
with no worries and concerns about their traditional family responsibilities they could no longer
attend to, and then continue to be equally focused and effective as homemakers despite their
outside-home job-related commitments. Communal canteens, laundry places, and open-air crèches
and kindergartens solved only to a limited extent the problems that emancipation has created by
plunging women abruptly into the “socially productive work”, to stick to Engels’ phraseology.
To conclude,
“the ‘New Soviet Woman’ served as the embodiment of Soviet belief in gender equality
and state welfare policies. Although the Soviet Union did not create a truly efficient
system of childcare, or communal institutions that would take over the domestic tasks
that women traditionally performed, it was a goal that the Soviet Union publicly
adhered to. “ 11

And so did the satellite states which took over the approach and implemented it with
varying degrees of success in making the much needed communal institutions available. As
concerns women’s emancipation, communist ideology and economic pragmatism joined forces
throughout the newly emerging communist states in Europe in unleashing a social phenomenon of
unprecedented magnitude. “The acute male labor shortages that followed World War II spurred
other Communist governments to push forward with various programs for women’s
emancipation”. 12
By redirecting women’s energy towards production in such consequential numbers, the
communist system reshuffled the traditional family and set out new domestic paradigms. “In all
the Warsaw Pact countries, the imposition of one-party rule precipitated a sweeping overhaul of

Kristen Ghodsee, “Better Sex Under Socialism”, 1.
Choi Chatterjee, “Ideology”, 13.
12
Kristen Ghodsee, “Better Sex Under Socialism”, 2.
10
11

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series • Issue No. 9/ 2017

P a g e | 92
laws regarding the family. Communists invested major resources in the education and training of
women and in guaranteeing their employment.” 13
Women’s engagement in communist production work, on a par with men, soon came to
alter the traditional domestic patterns concerning their child bearing and child raising
responsibilities, as well as their massive amount of domestic labour, this time on top of the labour
they did outside home, for lucrative purposes. For whoever is interested in the reproductive
policies and their impact on women throughout the communist system, it is highly relevant to learn
the communists’ answer to the fundamental question: was “the act of biological reproduction
socially useful labour”

14

to the communist state built on the universal right to labour and

promoting labour as the supreme value ?
“It was Kollontai, the arch-feminist, who argued that as reproduction ultimately
guaranteed the existence of the labour republic, the state should facilitate motherhood
by providing ideal conditions for it. This argument received great prominence in the
1930s when biological reproduction was valorized as socially useful and necessary.”15

In close correlation if not direct causality to child bearing was the women’s full
responsibility for household work. Given the communist egalitarian vision and the system’s
pressing economic agenda intended to prove the superiority of the communist system in the face
of capitalist nations, on “the issue of domestic labour, Marxists were unanimous in their
condemnation of women's exclusive engagement in household tasks.”

16

, and their ideological

offspring were expected to set up an effective domestic support system for the liberated women in
which “communal organizations would take on the tasks of cooking, cleaning, washing and
childcare” 17, according to August Bebel’s design.
Almost thirty years after the collapse of the communist system in Europe, we know from
our first-hand experience throughout Romania that the high-flown communist ideology ushered in
by the “omnicompetent state” 18 consistently failed to translate into the desired high standards of
social support and equal rights in the wake of women’s emancipation. Utopian and never fully-
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worked out, the communist designs have left their imprint on the post-communist mindset, as the
third section of this paper aims to demonstrate.
“Bolsheviks believed that the state should protect the rights of women and children,
ensure that women had access to education, relieve women from the onus of
domesticity, and promote them to positions of power and authority. The modern vision
of both the affirmative action welfare state and the omnicompetent state therefore,
derived from Marxist thinking and Soviet practice.”19

2. Romanian Women under Communists
Romania fell under the massive influence of the Soviet Union starting in March 1946 and
was soon taken over by the new regime which planted its Soviet-born or Soviet-trained
representatives in all the key sectors of activity. With communism as a supra-national ideology
permeating all the new communist nations and promoting supra-statal policies intended to
ascertain the superiority of the new system and to humble the rotten capitalist one, the Soviet
approach to women’s emancipation was promptly imposed in Romania and the Soviet blueprint
was replicated nation-wide.
Just like in the Soviet Union, pro-natalist policies were adopted by the communist leaders
and they brutally came into force. Since Romania’s communist experience is indissolubly linked
to Ceausescu’s regime and his long years at the helm of the local communist party, we will look
upon his policies as representative of the overall communist approach. All the more so as his
decisions regarding state-mandated population growth had such tragic and comprehensive
consequences, while his pro-natalist vision soon emerged as one of the most repressive
reproductive policies in Europe, if not in the whole world.
The landmark was the dreaded Decree 770 issued in 1966 which made abortion and the
use of contraceptives illegal. “Under Decree 770, women were given prison sentences if convicted
of having an illegal abortion. Though strictly illegal, abortions remained a widespread birth-control
measure of last resort “20, often with fatal consequences upon the desperate women who were
forced to undertake them in inadequate, life-threatening circumstances, under immense

19
20
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psychological pressure, and with the prospect of being sentenced to prison for undermining the
regime, therefore as foes of the communist system.
In retrospect, the impact of the Decree was so tragic also because it affected a society in
which abortion had been freely available and financially accessible for almost two decades. As a
result, there was no culture of alternative family planning methods. The whole society plunged
into chaos and disaster the moment the free and easily affordable contraceptive method was banned
and perceived as a criminal offence by the communist leaders of Romania.21
Additional decisions were made to boost the much-desired population growth. A celibacy
tax was introduced, financially penalizing all adults over the age of 25 who had no children and
thereby undermined the party policy. The communist state took further steps to encourage, or
rather impose, a large-scale pro-natalist campaign. Throughout his long leadership of the
communist party Ceausescu was known for his megalomaniac projects and insatiable appetite for
manpower and resources. It was this hunger for manpower, alongside ideological constraints, that
unleashed the ill-boded, excessive, and ill-conceived pro-natalist policy in Romania that trampled
on people’s private lives and distorted their bodies and minds, when nor directly killing them.
As a result, women’s fertility became a state issue, the object of party officials’ keen interest. As
such, it was being monitored and reported. “Beginning with 1966 and until the 1989 revolution,
Romanian women’s fertility was permanently supervised by state officials. They were taken from
their workplaces and had to go through medical exams to determine even the earliest pregnancy.”22
To the party leader of Romania, women were valuable as dedicated mothers - of many
children, preferably - and committed workers, a vision which echoed the Soviet official approach
to their own liberated women. Incentives to this effect were put in place: “Mothers of at least five
children were to be entitled to significant benefits, while those, having at least ten descendants
were declared heroine mothers by the Romanian state.”23 Despite the official propaganda, the
psychological and physical resources for raising so many children were never fully fledged and
available to the heroic women undergoing state-imposed emancipation.
Women were pressured to comply with the official policy. They were also offered raw
models intended to inspire them in accomplishing their key social reproductive mission. What
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better example than the party leader’s own wife, dubbed “the mother of the nation”, who had three
children but, unlike the ordinary heroines, enjoyed all the lavish support and resources the system
would make available to the leading family in the nation. 24 All the while conveniently forgetting
that “Romanian women had to work many hours a day, to stay in line for basic food like milk,
bread

and

sugar

which

were

rationed.”25

In

extreme

weather

conditions,

too.

Under the circumstances, the state-imposed, top-down equality with men was an excessive burden
for the Romanian women who had to work in improper labour conditions, often times engaging in
strenuous activities better suited for men, such as in mining, construction works, weapons and
arms factories, steel mills, and heavy machinery.
Communism promised emancipation but, according to Mihaela Miroiu, only managed to
“emancipate women through work,” by compounding the whole situation and turning them from
domestic slaves into slaves serving two masters: the family and the communist state. Draught
animals became also breeding animals in communist Romania.26
Starting with 1966 until the collapse of the communist regime in Romania, the communist
rulers of Romania imposed pro-natalist policies and gave women no choice. With abortion
available only in a number of restricted circumstances - see the dreaded Decree 770 - and virtually
no other pregnancy avoidance means available, maternity was perceived as a service to the state
by the communist authorities and an imposition by the women suffering under this policy.
In addition, what Ashwin calls the “pseudo-egalitarian mythology”27 of the communist
regime left women responsible for household care, with domestic work commonly viewed “as
inalienably female”28. Work was state-imposed and domestic work was indispensable, therefore
unavoidable. The much-celebrated women’s emancipation and liberation that communist
authorities presented as an unprecedented form of social justice and progress may well have been
merely an instance of “pseudo-emancipation which left them [the women] torn between work and
home”. 29
The 23 years in which Decree 770 was enforced brought about tragic consequences for the
Romanian women and the Romanian society at large. As the Final Report issued by the Presidential
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Commission for the Analysis of the Communist Dictatorship in Romania, under the coordination
of Vladimir Tismaneanu, repeatedly points out, women’s emancipation in communist Romania
was never fully fledged and the so-called humanistic measures that the Decree was allegedly
promoting were hypocritical and demagogical. The report states that women’s emancipation builds
on women’s access to contraceptive methods, which was not the case in communist Romania
where women were forced to rely extensively on the use of abortion as the primary contraceptive
method. The report also points to the manipulation of the statistical evidence by the communist
authorities which chose to ignore the official statistical data and studies revealing the harsh
realities, the high social costs, and the limited efficiency of the reproductive policies imposed on
Romanian women.30
As to the overall outcomes of these draconic reproductive policies intended to boost the
size of the population of Romania and to ensuingly increase the country’s prosperity, as early as
1992 researchers were able to distill the pain, misery, and waste of human life that are the hallmark
of the bleak 23 years in which the Decree was in force into clinical conclusions that point out the
murderous futility of Ceausescu’s approach.
´The heartbreaking and chilling irony of Ceausescu's pronatalist policies was that
illegal abortion became the predominant contraceptive method. The consequences of
legislating reproduction without regard for the material conditions of daily life meant
that many women, unable to fulfill their "patriotic duties " gave up their lives in the
service of the state.”31

3. Romanian Women in Post-Communism
From the women’s perspective, the post-communist era in Romania appears to have
operated significant changes at the level of the locus of control, primarily in terms of causality and
source of control. What used to be the communist state impositions have now evolved into
individual decisions with a marked economic causality. Basically, the communists’ pro-natalist
policies imposed on women have been replaced by anti-natalist policies self-imposed by women
themselves or by the harsh economic realities they live in.
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According to my personal observations of former students and graduates of the Bucharest
University of Economic Studies and based on the direct experiences they shared when
reconnecting with their former professors who had acted as mentors, supervisors of their
graduation paper, and occasionally role models, the women’s self-imposed decision of delaying
motherhood or even the radical option of suspending motherhood at all in response to economic
pressures or professional growth priorities is becoming prevalent in the free market economy
where the yearning for higher living standards appears to run counter to reproductive options in
the case of highly-educated, urban-based, and professionally successful women.
A particularly complex situation occurs when the potential employer uses the employment
interview with female job applicants as an opportunity to inquire about their reproductive plans.
The situation is documented extensively, albeit informally, in oral narratives that graduates of our
higher education institution offer when updating their academic mentors on their professional and
personal developments.
As the female graduades contact faculty to update them on their developments, professional
and beyond, they tend to mention recurrent and disturbing job interview questions probing into
their reproductive intentions. Based on 16 graduates’ reporting - informally, in conversations with
me and other faculty members who had also developed a closer relationship to them - over the past
5 years, the questions around their potential motherhood tend to come in the first half of the
interview and appear to assess their inclination towards starting a family in the near future.
According to the interviewees’ perceptions that were self-reported to faculty members, the female
job applicants read into these questions the potential employers’ displeasure with such a course of
action which would upset their career and, above all, their dedicated, long-term engagement with
the respective company.
Given the currently favourable terms available to mothers, actually to parents, who can
spend up to 2 years with their infants and enjoy child-care benefits throughout the full period, such
a significant suspension of labour relations with the employer may be a legitimate source of
concern. Clearly, the male-dominated interviewing committees find maternity disruptive, if not
counterproductive for their purposes related to business development and larger profit margins.
This is the interpretation that female interviewees self-report.
Their reaction in the face of this potentially conflictual topic relies on avoidance as the
power relationship will not allow them to express their dissatisfaction with the approach:
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avoidance of truthful responses and a deliberately distorted presentation of their intentions.
Interestingly, the graduates I have been in direct contact with in order to document this postcommunist form of imposition on women appear to unanimously find their own distortion of their
real intentions to be ethically acceptable given their own resent of the question and of the
employers’ approach which they intuitively interpret as an intention to control their private lives,
this time for economic purposes.
As an aside issue, one may wonder why is it that potential employers continue to ask this
type of questions of female interviewees when the answer they get is clearly questionable in terms
of life’s unpredictable developments and definitely not binding for the respondents. Another
apparent paradox stems from the generous provisions for parental leave according to EU
legislation and the intricate ways in which female employees are locally inspired to defer
motherhood, as revealed repeatedly in the multiple conversations I had with the 16 graduates over
2013-2017.
This post-communist imposition is unwritten and insidious, but all the more so powerful
and difficult to fight in a world dominated by the economic pressures that higher living standards
and the human yearning for comfort and luxury bring about. To the quiet observer, it looks like
the ideological imposition to multiply for the benefit of the community state has been traded for
the economic imposition not to multiply, this time for the benefit of business owners, in the name
of institutional profit and personal affluence. With the consequence of significantly delaying
motherhood and, actually, parenthood.
The optimal work-life balance is as yet an exotic concept in Romania and so is the
perception of a well-balanced and productive life building on personal and professional fulfillment
that are harmoniously intertwined. 32

4. Conclusion
The most adequate conclusion will come from a historian who has never lived in a
communist state and therefore does not have the bias, the pain, the frustration, and the sense of
waste that women who have undergone this experiment may commonly have. Her conclusive
remarks focus on the Soviet Union, but they hold only too true for Romania as well.
32
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“Historians have blamed the Soviets for failing to solve the ‘woman question’ and
criticized the hypocrisy that underlay the pervasive revolutionary rhetoric about gender
equality. But the non-correspondence of ideology and reality constituted an important
element of the Soviet experience. Soviet propaganda for women was characterized by
a literary style that was marked by what we read as excess, exaggeration, falsifications,
distortions, embellishment, fantasy and over-statements.” 33

I do believe that there is no better conclusion to the topic of this paper than the excess,
exaggeration, falsifications, distortions, and over-statements that the communist regime in
Romania employed in its handling of the reproductive policies that were expected to boost the
country’s population to 25 million.
A second conclusion inspired by the consistent experiences of young Romanian women
nowadays is that reproductive issues are as topical as they were under the communists, but for the
reverse reasons. The outcomes may still be similar.
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Abstract: The article ‘’Outside the walls of Albanian patriarchy’’ is about women’s situation in
Albania during and after the Second World War. The goal of this article is to share the Albanian
experience as a former communist country, related with gender equality, and to give a short
summary of the situation of Albanian women before the Second World War. This topic was
selected because the author would like to share general information about the communism
propaganda machine related with the re-evaluation of its position in the new revolutionary society.
The structure of this article is designed to show you a ‘during and after’ WW II “panorama”. Its
structure has two sections: 1. The women who fought against fascism and taboos; 2. The women
who work and gave their contribution to rebuild the country after the war and live happily in the
new socialist society, with the same rights as men, without prejudices. Concerning methodology,
this is a historic perspective article and the comparative method was used. The facts that are
mentioned were gathered from secondary sources: newspapers and books, photos and movie
trailers’. This social phenomenon is very interesting because it explores the Albanian experience
during communism era.
Keywords: taboo, patriarchy, convention, illiteracy, women’s rights.

Introduction
“Outside the walls of Albanian patriarchy” is an article inspired from the women's struggle
throughout the path of freedom. It’s very difficult to be a woman in a country like Albania, a
country in which being a man is a 24/7 job. Mixing the country’s history with the typical Balkan
mentality, Albania became/is a harsh place for women. Wars, Ottoman Empire occupation,
Kanun1, bigotry, religions, the educational level, etc. are all part of this great mosaic that didn’t let
the Albanian women get out of this ‘patriarchy box’. For more than 500 years Albania was under
Ottoman Empire occupation. It inherited a lot of traditions from Ottoman culture including
1
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religion, words, traditions, architecture, etc. There is no specific research regarding women’s
position in this period due to the difficulties in the translation of the documents from the old
Ottoman language and to the long period of time that this invasion lasted. But anyway, the reality
in which Albanian society was during that period did not leave much hope for a good development
regarding this topic. The economic position of the Albanian women during the Ottoman invasion
was difficult for a lot of reasons. I can mention here the participation of men in wars for a long
time far away from home, domestic work as their main job, etc. Another negative phenomenon in
relation to women, which has been evident since the end of the 20th century is the giving of infant
girls as a maid to rich families for ridiculous amounts of money.2
Lord Byron described his impressions and experiences of his travel to the Near East in
“The Pilgrimage of Child Harold” (1812). Among all the praiseworthy compliments for the beauty
of Albanian women he described them as "tamed in their cave"- a figure that hardly suits with the
soft feminine nature. Anyway, whatever the "cave" or "cage", "softened" or "learned" translation,
it can’t hide the great truth of the Albanian women's position at the beginning of the nineteenth
century, which semantically transmits these two words. About 80 years later, Faik Konica argued
in the pages of the newspaper "Albania" that Albanian society would not move forward if half of
it - our wives, mothers and sisters continued to be illiterate. 3
The Kanun was another reason. It is a set of traditional Albanian laws, a code of conduct
used in different parts of Albania (the most famous one is the Kanun of Lek used in the Northern
part of Albania). This unwritten 'Constitution' has some specific laws for family and especially for
women and girls. According to it, women had no rights over their children. Women’s relation with
them was just a moral relation. The father was responsible for the children’s future. Inheritance
issues are also described in the marriage section and according to the Kanun, only the sons are
recognized as heirs and not the daughters4. They didn't have the right to complain about domestic
and sexual violence from their husbands. Even the brides’ parents didn't have the right to complain
about the domestic violence of their sons-in-law. The Kanun also states that a young woman cannot

Gruaja shqiptare në trashëgiminë kulturore, “evolucioni i shoqërisë” .29 SHTATOR 2015, accessed at
02.01.2018http://www.botasot.info/kultura/459757/gruaja-shqiptare-ne-trashegimine-kulturore-evolucioni-I
shoqerise.
3
’Roli dhe mënyra sesi trajtoheshin gratë shqiptare në kohën e sundimit osman’’15/05/2016,accesed
02.04.2018http://www.javanews.al/roli-dhe-menyra-sesi-trajtoheshin-grate-shqiptare-ne-kohen-e-sundimit-osman/
4
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choose her own husband: “she must go to the man to whom she has been betrothed”, etc. 5 The
wife should be under the husband's rule.6
The Second World War, together with totalitarianism, brought with it the opportunity for
the Albanian women to take their fate into their hands. They were not fighting only against fascism
but even against taboos7. Their sacrifices and their engagement helped them to change and to
consolidate their position in the Albanian society and to earn an important place in the history of
the National Liberation War.
After the War, they played an important role in the reconstruction of the country, state-building
and political structures and took an important role in the Albanian society. The communist regime
built an amazing propaganda machine and put it to the service of its regime. Gender equality and
women’s rights became an important issue of state policy, communist ideology, and the foundation
of the new socialist society.

1. The effort for the emancipation of the Albanian women and their participation in the
national-liberation war against fascism.
In 1943, the head of the British military mission, General Edmond Davis, felt surprised by this
sudden women’s engagement in the War: the partisan women who ruled and commanded, the
women who fought in the same way as men and fell on the front line, who suffered in the fascist
prisons and did not escape from torture and death. All this was a sign that the Albanian society and
the old mentality would change. He said this was a miracle that happened for the first time in
Albania8.
But prior to talking about that, efforts to change the Albanian society and mentality had started.
Since this period is not the focus of this article and since the author is aware of the fact that this
period needs to be treated in another research project, I will include here only some facts to create
a simple framework of the efforts taken before the Italian military occupation in April 7th, 1939.
Urani Rumbo, a teacher and a female activist, founded ‘The league of Women’ on November
23, 1920, in Gjirokaster (a city in south part of Albania). In the period of the democratic movement
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in Albania from 1921 to 1924, Rumbo published articles on problems faced by Albanian women,
especially in the educational preparation in local newspapers Demokratia (Democracy) and Drita
(The light). In the same period, she developed training courses for women in tailoring,
embroidering, agriculture, music and gardening. She also wrote and directed theater plays and
organized schools for theater performances to encourage girls to participate in public life. On July
25, 1924 she founded another feminist organization called ’Improvement’. The main goal of this
organization was to educate women of different social status in domestic professions.9
Even the Albanian government tried to follow a European model of governance based on
Western European countries, especially the Italian and British examples. Ahmet Zogu after
returning to power in 1925 and after transforming the Albanian governance system into a kingdom
in 192810 (Zog 1st , King of the Albanians) tried to follow the European model, although large parts
of Albania still maintained a social structure unchanged from the days of Ottoman's rule, and most
villages were run by the Beys11. Part of his reforms of democratization, modernization and
separation from Ottoman orientalism was abolishing the Islamic law and adopting the Civil Code
in 1929. The Adoption of The Civil Code was one of the most important achievement during the
reign of Zog 1st because for the first time, the family relations were settled on a legal basis. The
marriage contract was approved and the regulation of property relations between spouses and other
family relationships were made on a legal basis rather than by the custom or the religion of spouses.
In practice it was very difficult to implement it, especially when the influence of the canonical
rules and religious norms was too powerful and long. Anyway, taking into consideration the social
position of women, marriage according to state law and not according to religion was a huge step
for Albanian government and society12. In 1929 a women’s organization called ‘Albanian Women’
was founded in Tirana and supported by her highness, the Queen Mother. This organization was
directed by Princes Sanije Zogu, who was at the same time the director of the Red Cross of
Albania.13 Despite the adoption of the civil code, King Zog 1st didn’t stop with his efforts to
modernize the country. In 1937 the Albanian Parliament approved a law for all those women who
‘Urani Rumbo, Fighter for women’s emancipation’. July 31,2016. Accessed 19.10.2017.
http://www.gentlewomen.al/2016/07/31/urani-rumbo-fighter-for-womens-emancipation/
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used burka and all those who encouraged and forced them to use it had to pay a fine of 500 gold
francs.14
A campaign started with the initiative of his Sisters, The Princesses, in Shkodra, to raise
awareness in the community and to tell the community of Shkodra that the new law would not
damage their women’s honour. Three princesses were dressed in tight skirts, furry coats, escorted
by a military army and pursued at every step by photographers. This one-week visit paralyzed
almost every activity in Shkodra. They went in a demonstrative way in the schools, hospitals and
markets, visited the church and the mosque and participated in events organized in their
honor.15(photo)

On April 7th, 1939 according to Mussolini’s plans to control the Mediterranean, the Italian
army started an invasion against the Albanian territory. This act caused a huge reaction among
Albanians and especially among the young generation. The Albanian students started to organize
in groups of activists against Fascism. They participated in rallies, actions, demonstrations, etc.
After the creation of the Albanian Communist Party in 1941, it was decided that women should

‘‘Ligji I parlamentit Shqiptare me mars 1937’’.07.07.2017. Accessed October 19, 2017.
https://www.barazia.com/2017/07/07/ligji-zogut-qe-u-miratua-ne-parlament-ne-mars-1937-denonte-cdo-grua-qembulonte-fytyren/
15
Idem.
14
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actively involve in the Antifascist National Liberation War. The communists knew that Albanian
women were a great power and this power and their energy should be used for the common cause.
At the beginning, it was very difficult to work with them due to their educational level and their
experience in political issues. But step by step and with patience, the organization of Albanian
women began to consolidate. After a lot of actions organized by activist women, high school
female students (I can mention here the demonstration of the students of the women’s institute in
Tirana against fascist culture)16, small groups of communist women, participation in rallies,
demonstrations, it was time to create a new level of their organization. At the first anti-fascist
national liberation conference, held in Peza (near Tirana, on September 12, 1942) a delegation of
women was invited to participate. Since then, women have become an important part of
conferences and participated in decision-making processes. In 1943, Councils of anti-fascist
women were created in Tirana. Shkodra, Durresi, Gjerokaster, Elbasan, Fier. 17 Part of these
councils were women from different professional, economic and educational level, coming from
cities or villages. Even other political organizations tried to create something similar to this (for
example, the “Nationalist” created an organization called “The organization of Albanian women”,
but the difference was that the members of this organization were only women of the chairmen of
this organization).
A women’s delegation participated at the II national-liberation conference, organized in
Labinot (near Elbasan, September 4, 1943). One of the main decisions, among others, was the
creation of The Union of the Albanian Anti-Fascist Woman (alb: Bashkimi I gruas antifashiste
shqiptare, BGASH). 18
At the Permet Congress, organized in May 24, 1944, for the first time in their lives Albanian
women had the chance to vote and to be selected while at the second meeting of the National
Liberation Council organized in Berat (October 22-23,1944) the position of women and men
became equal at all levels of political participation. (‘Rights of citizens ‘. This declaration
proclaimed political and social equality between men and women.). This led to the main event of
their political organization ‘The 1st Congress of anti-fascist women’ organized in December 4th,

‘Albanian women, in national liberation war’. (Tirane:8 Nentori ). 1975 , 75-79.
Albanian women, in national liberation war’…49.
18
’The first congress of the Albanian antifascist women’’. (Tirane: 8Nentori). 1945.3 49.
16
17
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1944, when 311 women from all the country participated in this Congress19. (The regime dedicated
a movie for this event, produced in 1982. ‘Rruga e Lirise’, trans:’The way of freedom’).
Women’s involvement in the front line of the war had a lot of difficulties and obstacles. As I
mentioned before, the Albanian women didn’t fight only against fascism but even against taboos
and prejudices. Their participation in the war brought a lot of confusion among male activists and
soldiers. At the beginning, women weren’t allowed to participate directly in first hand actions.
Their main duties were just to support logistically the actions and the other member of the groups.
In the army there were a lot of soldiers who didn’t want to ‘put their lives in women’s hands’ and
to put them in the first line of warfare20. They thought that women weren’t able to stand long
marches, to carry ammunition with them, or to shot on target. Some of these skeptics believed that
probably solders were going to die, not form the enemies’ bullets but from women’s guns. Also,
conservative members thought that women were not able to support enemies’ tortures in prisons
and the war conspiracy would be in great danger because of them.
Based on all these stereotypes, the first duties of the women at the organized armed formations
were to serve in hospitals as nurses, to teach and to educate, do the laundry, cook, etc. Even
enemies’ propaganda, religions reactions, people’s mentality, their parents also, stated to work
against women’s cause. It was very strange for that period that a girl who until a day before couldn't
get out of her home without her parents’ permission or even to talk with unknown men, today she
fights by their side and away from her home and parental control. These things gave to old
mentality people the chance to define as immoral their staying in mountains.
But despite all this, with a great determination and strong will, women started to win this battle
against taboos. They proved that they deserved to be treated in the same way and with the same
respect as men. Step by step women started to participate directly in important actions with guerilla
units, and to organize important meetings in illegality and full conspiracy. They were able to
protect secret bases in cities and to deal with enemies’ secret services. Women with an impressive
educational level and a good political knowledge started to work in hot spot regions, to lead groups
and to give orders. As we mentioned before, some of them were selected as delegates in councils
and played an important role in decision making. About 6,000 women and girls participated in the

19
20

‘’The first congress of the Albanian antifascist women’’ 3.
Albanian women, in national liberation war’…80.
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National Liberation Army in the first line of the warfare and more than 500 women became martyrs
for their and Albanian freedom.21.22
"If women don’t understand the Party's philosophy regarding their participation in the
war, this will not be a real liberation war. We gave great importance to this issue
because without the resolution of this issue, women would become a major obstacle to
the development of the war, because they would have nothing else to say to their
husbands or their children, but only “Where are you going”, "Why do you leave us
alone?", "They'll kill you," "Don’t go to war," "Look your own business ," "What
benefits will this war bring for us ?!" "Etc. "."23

2. Albania after liberation, a test for women and Albanian society
The war caused a lot of infrastructural damage and the economy collapsed. Moreover, Albania
was the only country in Europe without a university, a railway system and without electricity. So,
the main duties of the new government were to rebuild the country after the war and to lay the
foundations for the New Socialist Albania. At the same time, the creation of a new man was also
required. ’’No one can say to himself that he is free, without fighting for the freedom of others and
first of all for the freedom of the Albanian woman’’ said Enver Hoxha.24
The period after the war required another type of heroine. Women had to prove that their role
and their position was fundamental for the society. In public there appeared the image of the
woman who participated in the reconstruction of the country, the image of women who take
initiative for new entrepreneurships (not private entrepreneurships), the image of women that work
together with men, etc.
For the first time in their life, women had the right to vote in the general elections in December
1945. They had the right to elect and to be elected in institutional positions of the new government.
Three women were selected to be part of The National Assembly, which gathered in January 10,

Tirana observer .‘Gratë dëshmore/Lista e 596 partizaneve që morën pjesë në luftë’.08.12.2013. accessed
20.10.2017.http://www.tiranaobserver.al/grate-deshmorelista-e-596-partizaneve-qe-moren-pjese-ne-lufte/
22
Author’s note: The number of martyrs in WW II in Albania is still unknown due to the manipulation of the history
of the communist government. Officially Albania has 28,000 martyrs, 1 for each km2.
23
Hoxha , Enver . "Grate komuniste nderkombetare ." July 19, 2017. Accessed October 20, 2017.
http://ciml.250x.com/cwish/cwish_albanian.html.
24
"Gruaja shqiptare dhe socializmi fitimtare (trans: eng. Albanian woman and victorious socialism)." Ylli, 1984, 13.
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1946. “Yugoslavia”, (Yugoslavia was the first strategic ally of Albania after the war) newspaper
mentioned this historical event for democracy and for women in one of its articles in 1945.25
Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world.26 This is a weapon
that unfortunately women didn’t have in those days. More than 90% of the women coming from
cities and more than 94% of the women and girls coming from rural parts of Albania were illiterate.
They didn’t even know how to write their own names. 0% had attended a professional school and
in Albania there were only 2-3 women doctors and nurses and very few teachers. No one worked
as an engineer or in the legal sector.
The Albanian government mobilized to change this situation. National courses against
illiteracy started with government support. These courses were created on a voluntary basis and
free of charge. According to ‘Bashkimi’ magazine in February 1946, more than 1925 women were
doing courses against illiteracy. 376 of them were from Vlora and 28 were from Kurvelesh. Even
women from Shkodra became part of these courses and gave a strong response to their community
prejudices.27 The next phase of the government plan was establishing vocational schools. 100
women were part of a nursing school organized in Tirana and another school organized in Kavaja
gathered women coming from Vlora, Elbasani,Korca, Gjerokastra, Durresi, Berati, Tirana
districts, and trained them in bee-keeping, hygiene, economics, silk processing etc.28 By 1955,
illiteracy had been eradicated among all women (and men) under the age of 40 and, in the 1980s,
half of Albania’s university students were female.29 The communist party's message was that
women should be educated and prepared for the new homeland assignments. Only by being
educated, they could free themselves from the ‘old mentality chain’ and give a huge contribution
to the construction of the new socialist society. Socialism would not exist without revolutionary
women.30
In an interview for Radio Tirana, Liri Gega presented the achievements of the Albanian
women against their “new war”. Among other things, she underlined their contribution to
strengthening domestic economy (wool processing, shrimp in agriculture, implementing agrarian
‘Mbi gruan Shqiiptare’. Bashkimi,Tirane ,e diele Nentor 9 1945, 293 , 1.
Nelson Mandela.
27
‘Gruaja Shqiptare’.Bashkimi,Tirane Mars , 3, 1946, 293, 6.
28
‘Artikull mbi gruan shqiptare’ .Bashkimi, Tirane ,5.3.1946, 2.
29
Ulf Brunnbauer. “From equality without democracy to democracy without equality? Women and transition in
southeast Europe. From equality without democracy to democracy without equality? Women and transition in
southeast Europe. 2018. pp152.
30
Hoxha,Enver. taken from conversation with a group of women, October 16, 1973.
25
26
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reform), their contribution as volunteers (reconstruction of bridges, schools, roads, homes), their
initiative in small entrepreneurship, their help in social canteens and - the most important thing their contribution to education and aid given to war orphans.
The political participation of women also increased, as communist governments pursued
policies aimed at raising the number of women deputies at the local and national levels. Women’s
organisations in the framework of the communist political system also emerged and started being
concerned with women’s issues. 471 women became part of the People’s Councils and 707 became
part of the Front’s councils. Since the first months of governance, 1,157 women became part of
the administrative structure and worked as civil servants. They took the initiative to organize rallies
and raised their voice to denounce war crimes. The communist party always declared that the
energy of women coming from the rural part of Albania should be used as a unique source for the
new democracy. Their political education should be a priority of every organized structure of
women’s organizations.31 Albanian women became part of international conferences and started
to create strong relations with similar organization coming from Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, and Italy.
In the international conference of Women, held in Italy, the Albanian delegate declared that
Albanian women were determined to fight for peace and emphasized their will to help with all
their force and energy women’s issues around the world.32
With the adoption of the Fundamental Status of the democratic government, the position
of women in Albanian society gained an important place. Article 13 proclaimed the equality in
front of Law of every Albanian citizen, regardless of their religious belief, social status, gender
and race. Article 14: the right to elect and to be elected for every Albanian citizen over the age of
18. Article 15, stated that in Albanian society, women were equal to men in every aspect of life (in
the political, private and social aspects). Women had the right to be equally rewarded for equal
work and to get social insurance.33
The female figure in the theater was like a ‘forbidden apple’. The author or the Albanian writer,
before creating a draft, had to find a subject where the presence of the female was limited. In the
Albanian theater it was easier to see a boy interpreting the role of a woman, dressed as a woman,
than to see a woman acting on stage. The Albanian woman took the initiative to become a part of

Hoxha,Enver.’Vepra’.(Tirane:8Nentori) 1985. 28.
‘Mbi emancipimin e gruas Shqiptare’.Bashkimi.Tirane:16.12.1945, 300, 1.
33
Bashkimi.Tirane:11.3.1946, 375, 3.
31
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the theatre stage at the national liberation army. The
partisan army was the launch of many Albanian
women's

initiatives.

Theater

scenes,

and

later

cinematography, were used by the communist system as
an important tool of public propaganda. Visual art was
used to give strong messages and to make comparisons
between the past and the present, between the fanatic
and the new man. It was also used to combat the old
mentality

that

existed

in

Albanian

families.

Communist-era movies are the most common forms of
communist propaganda. The department of propaganda at the central PPSH created the strategy
since they started to put on stage the first drama. With the creation of the Kino-Studio in 1952, the
communist propaganda passed to a new level. The diversity of the characters consisted of woman
who wanted to be educated, who wanted to be a volunteer and to build the country, of the woman
who broke the custom of the canon to the woman who wanted to become a tractor driver. The
government spent o lot of money in movie production. Movies like “Rruga e lirise”34, (The Way
of Freedom),” Brazda”35(Furrows) , “Per ke bie kjo daulle”36( For whom these drums are played),
“Bregu I ashper”37 (The rough coast), etc. have one thing in common, the Woman and her fight
against stereotypes and taboos. After the 1960’s when Albania reached a certain level of
urbanization and industrialization, images of women were always smiling optimistically to the
future and with a strong message. Postcards, numismatic, flyers, documentaries, etc. became an
image expressing the happiness of women in the new socialist Albania. Emancipation of a woman

34

The film "The Way of Freedom" produced in 1982. Director: Esat Musliu, Screenwriter: Lavdie Leka, Natasha
Lako, Producer: New Albania, Music: Limoz Disdari.
A group of girls and partisan women travel to the liberated city of Berat to attend the first Congress of the Anti-fascist
Women. They need to pass on a difficult path, to cross between the enemy lines and overcome patriarchal and
conservative concepts.
35
“Brazdat” is a 1973 Albanian drama film directed by Kristaq Dhamo and written by Dhimitër Xhuvani.
36
The film is based on Ismail Kadare's novel "Wedding". Katrina and Xhaviti, two young volunteers, fall in love
during the construction of a railroad and decide to marry. But Katrina's father, a highlander who fianced the girl
without her consent, could not accept this marriage. He goes to the wedding ceremony to kill the daughter. Produced
in 1969.
37
At the end of World War II “Luljeta” is set to be a party activist in remote mountainous areas. Criminals force a
woman to remain locked inside the four walls according to Kanun, and this prevents Luljeta to complete her mission.
Produced in 1988. Directed by: Drita Koçi, Screenwriter: Diana Çuli, Producer: New Albania, Music: Thoma Simaku.
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means not only a free woman, but also a free society from foreign prejudices.38 The image is from
“Ylli” magazine. (According to the author’s description, the reader is not watching the images of
seven happy women but only the Image of the Albanian woman involved in every part of life. Now
she can be a worker, she protects her country, she can study and work as an engineer, working in
cooperatives and everywhere when her country needed her).

3. Conclusions
Women’s participation in World War II was the bridge to their freedom, emancipation and a
better future, out from the ‘Walls’ of ignorance, illiteracy, domestic work, and which is more
important out of the walls of patriarchy. More than 500 women became martyrs, which indicate
that it was not a second-hand participation behind the lines. The participation of Albanian women
in the war against fascism will mark a new stage in their attempts to obtain their rights and
consolidate their position in the Albanian society. Maybe in this period, their attempts at change
and freedom were mixed with the needs of the Communist Party to create a larger front against
fascism and to consolidate their path to governance after the general election after WWII. The
communists considered their participation as one of the most important things regarding victory
against fascism.
During the communist governance in Albania, civil rights of both women and men were
symbolic, due to the authoritarian nature of the government. Despite that, women’s situation was
better than before liberation. According to the communist ideology, the family was the foundation
of the socialist society, where women had an important and an equal role with men.
“The family is the foundation of our society. A healthy and a strong family should be
built on completely new bases. This is equality between women and men.”39

The author is open for suggestions and thinks that a research with a social basis would be the
perfect research into the position of women in Albania society during the Communist regime.
Since the best part of the materials used to write this article were part of the communist
propaganda system, the author is aware that some facts are manipulated purposely. The author
suggests that a good follow-up research project should be focused on:

38
39

Hoxha , Enver . Vepra ( eng : Acts ) Vol. 47. (Tirane: 8 Nentori). 1985, 2.
Hoxha,Enver. Per Gruan, permbledhje veprash (eng: For Woman, summary acts).(Tirane:8Nentori).1986,54
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1. state-owned enterprises, to study gender equality in the payroll system for the same job
position.
2. archives of the courts to see the decisions of the panel on civil matters for divorces, the right
of parental custody, etc.
3. the court archive, to investigate the criminal offenses of the same crime committed and
Secret Service Files to view reporting, prosecution, persecution, and punishment of ‘agents’
based on their gender.
Maybe due to the communist plan to isolate the country and to create a totalitarian state, the
communists needed women’s power to ‘push the motors’ of their centralized economy system. So,
the suggested topics could clarify if there really was a gender issue policy or the regime simply
needed women as labor force.
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Abstract: The fall of communism in Albania and Romania brought several social changes. The
transition of post-communist countries has had different paths, however general societal and
cultural traits seem to prevail, the role of women and gender equality among those. This paper
evaluates the accuracy of the observation that after the fall of communism in South East European
countries, there is a retraditionalisation of gender roles in the society. The countries in focus are
Romania and Albania. The reason why these countries are taken into consideration is their similar
type of communist regime. Compared to all the other countries of the region these two have
experienced the harshest communist regimes. The assessment of the hypothesis is done by taking
into account several aspects of gender issues, during and after communism for each country. The
paper’s attempt to evaluate the hypothesis is a contribution to gender studies in the region of South
Eastern Europe.
Keywords: transition, gender, traditionalisation, Romania, Albania.

Introduction
Theoretical developments and studies on gender issues and equality during and after
communism focus on the role of women and the status of gender equality in societies before and
during transition. This paper evaluates the accuracy of the observation that after the fall of
communism in South East European countries, there is a retraditionalisation of gender roles in the
society. The countries in focus are Romania and Albania. The reason why these countries are taken
into consideration is their similar type of communist regime. Compared to all the other countries
of the region these two have experienced two of the harshest communist regimes. The assessment
of the hypothesis is done by taking into account several aspects of gender issues, during and after
communism for each country. This paper’s attempt to evaluate the hypothesis is a contribution to
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License
© Lutjona LULA. ISSN 2344-2352 (Online).

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series • Issue No. 9/ 2017

P a g e | 116
gender studies in the region of South Eastern Europe. The main concepts used are
detraditionalisation and retraditionalisation. The first refers to the idea of women’s rights and
detachment from the traditional values of these societies. As for the latter, it refers to the process
of going back to traditional societal norms and values. These concepts have been explored
previously in the literature of gender studies in transitional countries. However, this paper
contributes to area studies, by considering and testing the theories in the Albanian and Romanian
context.
This paper focuses on gender issues during transition in Albania and Romania and it is
structured in two main parts. Firstly, it will deal with Romania and Albania related to the gender
situation during communism. Secondly, the paper will analyze the transition process in its
beginning and the effects on gender roles in the market again for both of these countries. The
reason why the transition analysis is limited to its first ten years is done with the purpose to observe
the direct and explicit effects of regime change. The comparative approach between periods and
countries is used to show the accuracy of the observation both for the “detraditionalisation” during
communism as well as “retraditionalisation” that transition brought. The sources of information
used are secondary ones such as academic papers, studies and several reports from UNICEF,
UNDP, UNIFEM, as well as primary ones such as national statistic institutions’ reports such as
INSTAT, Albania.
The main argument of this paper is that during communism in these countries gender was
formally detraditionalised. The communist regime did not totally erase the patriarchal structures,
but substituted those with the authoritarian regime. Patriarchy was now in the state and no longer
inside the family. Thus, gender equality is more similar to solidarity within oppressed members of
a patriarchal family rather than for its sake. Detraditionalisation during communism could not
uniformly penetrate in all parts of the country. Women found themselves between house and the
workplace. On the other hand, transition and its fast pace decreased the level of women in public
life and workforce. The structure of liberal economy caused women to be one of the most
vulnerable groups of transition, but this shows that beside the new structure itself, those patriarchal
values did not disappear, but remained hidden.
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1. Regime characteristics of Albania and Romania after World War II
Albania and Romania after the end of World War II established political systems modeled on
the USSR. Both countries experienced the rise of Communist Parties and the establishment of
communist regimes, which later would turn out to be among the harshest not only in the region,
but even on a wider scale. The rise of communist party in Albania came as a result of the popular
support for the war against Fascism and Nazism. Albania and Yugoslavia had not experienced the
influence of the Red Army during the war, because they had their own resistance organizations.
Romania’s communist party gained control in public administration gradually after the soviet
troops imposed a pro-soviet government. Enver Hoxha and Nicolae Ceausescu, although the latter
came later into power after the death of Dej, imposed harsh dictatorships.
The characteristics of the regimes are of a particular importance with regards to gender issues
as they express the regime’s view towards population and more precisely women. Based on Linz’s
chapter (2000: 44) four indicators to describe modern non-democratic regimes are pluralism,
ideology, mobilization and leadership.1 Albania seems to fit into the totalitarian frame, while in
the case of Romania the regime of Ceausescu is considered to be sultanist style rather than
totalitarian based on Linz’s classification.
In such panorama women were seen as part of the state machine and their role had to comply
with the state ideology. Firstly, they had to be workers and in the service of the nation. During
communism women gained the right to vote in these countries and also, they started working in
areas which before were seen as exclusively male areas. All these brought the idea of a
detraditionalisation of genders by the regime. However, this claim has to be seen within a larger
picture taking into account the overall situation of women both in Albania and Romania.

1.1 Women during communism: (un)successful shift towards detraditionalisation
After World War II Romania, as most of the countries in the region was a rural country.
“In 1948, more than 80.0 percent of the working age population was employed in agriculture. In
1989, the year the system collapsed, about 28.0 percent of the labor force worked in agriculture,
while 46.2 percent of the total population still lived in the countryside, preserving the rural
community’s traditional lifestyle in the urban setting.” (Harsanyi, 1995: 213) Romania under Dej

1

See table 3.1 in Linz, J. (2000) “Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes”, pg. 44
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experienced rapid industrialization based on Stalin’s style-albeit on a much smaller and less
horrific scale. (Massino, 2012: 228) Women had to adapt to this change both by their role in and
out of the family. The Marxist doctrine, which was claimed by the regimes as the basis during the
establishment of communism in Eastern Europe, claimed equality in terms of gender. Beside the
ideological commitment, the fast-paced industrialization changed the national economic priorities.
“Women were needed in their productive capacity rather than in their reproductive and care taker
functions.” (Harsanyi, 1995: 213)
The 1950’s mark the beginning of a slight liberalization in Romania. When Jill Massino
(2012) tries to analyze the effect of consumption in gender changes she argues that Romania
shifted from the soviet influence into trading relation with Western countries. This however, “did
not signify a departure from state socialism but instead an effort to re-legitimate it according to
nationalist principles.” (ibid.: 229) Abortion was no longer considered a crime and the society was
going to a certain level of modernization. One phenomenon of this period which cannot be seen in
Albanian communism is fashion itself. Romanian women were allowed to dress as in many
Western or in more liberal countries such as Yugoslavia. Nevertheless, clothing in Albania had to
be controlled by the state and to make sure that it did not reflect any western influence. In Albania
fashion was mainly settled according to the ally of the moment, as well as music and other public
life features.
Going back to fashion in Romania and its role in women’s emancipation in 1950, Massino
(2012) argues in her paper “that the feminism and women beauty was put in service of the new
regime.” Differently from Albania, fashion in this case was not seen as e sign of western
“contamination”, but as a success of the new regime. At this point consumption in Romania on a
superficial level would be considered comparable to that in the West. However, the difference is
very substantial. While consumption of the West constitutes the main essence of such a society, in
Romania this was used to strengthen the national feeling and the regime’s achievements. Thus,
one can derive that the new developments in Romania and its fast industrialization brought equal
rights in terms of voting and jobs for women, in fields which were previously male-dominated.
Also, the consumption life-style promoted in the fifties and sixties created the idea of a freedom
of consumption going more towards a western model, thus by trying to create a national pride. On
the other hand, all this equality was not promoted for its sake but in the service of the regime.
Working in new fields was imposed by the necessity of having the necessary work force. The
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nationalization of all industry and of the land took place and private property disappeared. Working
in the state-owned economy became the only way to make a living. “Working outside the home
was never a choice, but a necessity, for the majority of women.” (Harsanyi 1995: 213) Also,
concerning the new life-style and modern technology Massino (2012) argues that “even though
modern technology could make housework easier, it did not necessarily lead to a radical
restructuring of gender roles. “(Ibid: 231)
Also, the role of women was not the only one affected by state policies. Using the media,
the regime sent the necessary signals how the socialist man had to look like. The new man could
also engage in helping the woman inside the house. But, as Massino highlights, “by presenting
marital and sexual happiness as important elements of a modern socialist society, the state was
using the modern for more regressive policies.” (ibid.: 235)
Ceausescu came to power in the late 60s and his main aim was to increase the country’s
population, so he banned abortion in 1966. The anti-abortion law had devastating effects for
women and their families. At the time, “Romania had the second-lowest living standard in Eastern
Europe after Albania as the country experienced shortages of basic living necessities such as heat,
hot water, and medical supplies.” (Stancu, 2012: 3) In the 1980s the situation in Romania seemed
to deteriorate as the economic system was not efficient in producing necessary daily products.
Thus, this new difficult situation brought the need to re-organize again gender roles within the
family. Women were supposed to take care about their children, while men were seen as breadwinners. Somehow this was a step back to retraditionalisation of the genders imposed by structural
economic needs. Being the bread-winner of the family does not necessarily impose feminine
attitudes to male gender. Au contraire, it signifies that in these harsh periods of life, men are strong
enough to procure and feed the family. This is seen as a “reflection of their physical endurance,
masculinity, and status as breadwinners.” (Massino, 2012: 240)
The rural parts of the country were a key factor for the system’s sustainability. Agriculture
was very important in communist Romania. Although in cities during the “consumption era”
women were seen to progress in their roles by becoming more modern whether or not for the sake
of the regime, the rural parts seem to preserve the structure of the family. As Lobozinksa (1995)
says in her book, “In Romania the feminization of the agricultural labor force was greater than in
the other socialist countries. The majority of rural women were employed in collectivized farms.
In spite of the multiple roles acquired by the peasant woman under socialism, her primary
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obligations remained connected with her family and home.” (ibid.: 208) Also in this period
migration inside the country was a phenomenon that affected rural women as the rural youth went
to the cities. Thus, women were obliged to take care of the farms and to get involved in some
private farming activity. Women in these areas were as traditionally required, taking care of the
family also.
In Tulbure’s chapter (2012) “The Socialist Clearinghouse” the panorama of a Romanian
village lifestyle is clearly presented, thus reflecting the clear division of gender roles. While
analyzing the role of alcohol both in an economic and social perspective, gender in rural areas is
presented as a traditional one. By giving the picture of a tavern in a village the author presents the
perception of gender roles in rural communist Romania. Different from cities when women would
sit at tables with men and drink, in rural parts this was not possible. As Tulbure argues, “this place
was segregated and the talks there was considered to be serious male talks. Hence, categories of
masculinity and femininity were mutually constituted in wits and words.” (ibid, 2012: 268) As the
regime was trying to fight old stereotypes and create a new concept of gender roles, it was also
creating a paradox. “Through speedy modernization, industrialization, and new settlement
patterns-it managed to reinforce kinship and promote dependence on extensive networks of
relatives, acquaintances, and friends in everyday life.” (ibid.: 271)
The post-World War Second period is not very different from the Albanian panorama. “The
illiteracy in the country immediately after World War II was as high as 80%... This is related to
the existence of a traditional and very patriarchal society in prewar Albania, where female illiteracy
was 90%.” (Gjonça, 2001 :44) The country’s economy was totally rural and backward. After
coming into power, the communist party took several measures towards education, by opening
special schools for every age group age in society. Also, in the following years the country saw a
fast industrialization and urbanization, but still agriculture in rural areas was a crucial part of the
economy.
Enver Hoxha, who stayed in power from 1945 until 1985, followed a similar path as
Ceausescu in terms of nationalizing institutions. His main ideology was a mix of nationalistic
rhetoric and Marxist-Leninist views. In terms of nationalism he tried to keep a national feeling in
the population by using women to give birth to as many “socialist fighters”. During communism
in Albania titles as “heroic socialist mother” were seen as a source of formal pride, while abortion
was banned. Meanwhile, this created a deep burden in women’s lives as they had to deal with
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scarcity of resources and sometimes they would turn towards illegal abortion. The economy
decreased drastically after the country’s isolation and the situation was similar to the Romanian
one. People had to queue to feed their families and usually the food provided was not enough.
Although communism tried to modernize the society in terms of introducing education, work and
the right to vote equality seemed to be formal. “This simply meant that, even though during
Communism women were introduced to participate in public life, nevertheless strong traditional
impositions regulated daily life.” (Calloni, 2002: 4)
Differently from Romania, external migration was restricted. According to the state
ideology, since the problems of the past were left behind, there was no need to leave the country.
Internal migration was also used for the sake of the ideology by settling newly graduated teachers
and healthcare workers in rural areas ‘where the nation needed them’. “However, as the expansion
of industry slowed down and the urban population was ‘supplemented’ sufficiently to meet
industry’s labour demands, rural-urban migration was severely reduced from 1960s onwards.”
(King and Vullnetari, 2013: 13)
The land reform of communism in Albania was made in two phases. First, all the land was
taken from the richest and given to the poor and all was reorganized in cooperatives. Thus, families
had to split up in villages. “Paradoxically, as large traditional patriarchal multi-family households
were being dissolved in rural areas, new patriarchal multi-family households were springing up in
cities and industrial towns.” (ibid.:15) But, as King and Vullnetari (2013) argue in their paper,
women especially in rural areas had to struggle despite the education provided. In cities social
services were available, but mostly in rural parts women had to rely on their neighbors or relatives
when they had to leave house for work. This is a clear element of big patriarch families. Also, the
element of participating in public life was becoming more and more a duty in the service of
communism.
What we can conclude for both countries during this period is that patriarchy was raised in a
higher level. As Stancu (2012) puts it for Romanian women (but by the comparison we can use it
in the Albanian context): “…women were fighting for survival during the Cold War. They
identified the state as the main source of oppression and therefore, they were more likely to form
coalition with men.” (2012: 15)
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2. Transition characteristics of Romania and Albania
In Romania and Albania, transition and the fall of the previous regime came as a result of
popular protests because of the severe economic conditions these countries were facing. Transition
from state owned economies into market economies brought problems for several groups in
society. Women were part of the most negatively affected part of society. “Women living through
the Romanian Transition were in effect excluded in many ways: they were largely banned from
political representation, experienced reduced access to well-paying jobs as well as severely
diminished access to childcare.” (Iancu, Baluta, Dragolea and Florian, 2012: 190) Also South-East
Europe in terms of values within the society is considered backward and patriarchal. Apparently,
the “transition crisis, which has resulted in a loss of security in many walks of life, has led to a
strengthening of old role models and values.” (Brunnbauer, 2000:161) Meanwhile this situation is
similar in most post-communist countries as well as Albania. In both countries women are seen as
going back to their “natural” role of house caring and losing their job positions and status.

2.1 (Lost) Women of Transition
Political representation of women in SEE and specifically in these two countries
experienced a decrease during transition. In Romania, the first multi-party parliament had 13
women out of a total of 383 delegates; in the upper chamber, the Senate, the ratio was one woman
to 116 men. In Albania the percentage of female delegates dropped from 29.2 per cent in the last
communist parliament to 3.6 per cent in 1991, and 2.8 per cent one year later. (ibid.: 155) On the
other hand the civil society is seen as the realm where women can develop their capacities.
Also in terms of education, women’s studies are a recent development in the region.
Women represent a high number of students and certain areas of education they are even the
majority, but specific curricula about gender are not a tradition such as in western European
universities. “The first MA program in Gender Studies was established in 1998 at the national
School of Political Studies and Public Administration (NSPSPA), Bucharest.” (Stancu, 2012: 10)
In Albania, a “gender program on university curricula started to run in December 2000.” (Calloni,
2002: 7)
In liberal democracies “Economic power is the foundation of women’s equality and the
muscle which helps women exercise their human rights.” (UNICEF, 1999: 5) Based on UNICEF’s
study “Women in Transition” the situation of unemployment is very difficult, and women are
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among the most affected groups. Post-communist societies found themselves unprepared in front
of this social problem since before 1989 the state had dealt with employment issues and the
configuration of the labor market. Employment had declined in almost all transition countries
during the 1990’s. Overall, the number of jobs lost in the region was estimated at 26 million – 13
percent of the initial level – more than half of which were held by women. (UNICEF, 1999: 3)
These data are related to the general situation of women in Eastern Europe and ex-Soviet Union
countries. “In Romania, in 1997 female unemployment reaches 6%, while men unemployment is
5%” (UNICEF, 1999:6) for the same year according to The National Institute of Statistics in
Albania the rates vary from 16% for women to a lower 13% for men (INSTAT, 2007: 7)
Unemployment during transition is present in the case of women, first job seekers and also old
men and women. The unemployment rates between men and women are not very different in these
countries but “women who completely withdraw from the labor market are not officially regarded
as ‘unemployed’.” (Brunnbauer, 2000: 158) Being in this position most of women desperately
turned to prostitution. Most of them were trafficked in western countries.

Graphic 1. Level of Unemployment by gender, Albania, 1996-2006

Source: INSTAT (2007)
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Graphic 2. Unemployment rate by gender 1997

Source: UNICEF (1999)

Also, the problem related to the labor market after the fall of communism is the wage gap
between men and women. During communism, wages were regulated based on employees’
experience and skills. Meanwhile, transition brought a phenomenon that already existed in western
countries: the wage gap. In Romania, female average earning in 1997 constituted 76 % of male
average monthly wage. “During mid-transition, Newell and Reilley (2000) report that the gender
wage gap has remained relatively stable for most countries in the transition economies.” (UNIFEM
Albania, 2011: 10) This gender gap is mainly caused by occupational segregation according to
gender bias. This segregation may be reinforced by social norms. Social norms affect both the jobseeker as well as employers side. “Social norms may also affect employer preferences who may
see women better fit for certain occupations than men.” (UNIFEM Albania, 2011:11) In Romania
during the first ten years of transition there is an occupational mechanism bringing wage
differences. “For men, there is basically no difference between gender-integrated and femaledominated occupations, while women working in the sector of female-dominated occupations earn
less than women working in the sector of gender-integrated occupations.” (Andren and Andren,
2007: 10)
The fall of the communist regimes was accompanied by the decrease of the state’s role and
state’s services. Public kindergartens, crèches and similar social services became inefficient, while
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the same services in private sector were unaffordable. Because of the lack of services to the help
of women, especially in the aspect of child raising and education, women withdrew inside the
family. On the other hand, better possibilities for women with help services, also means better
conditions for children.
Furthermore, another important aspect of gender developments during and after
communism is reproductive health. Both Albania and Romania had an increasingly high number
of maternal mortality during communism because of criminalized abortion. Forced by the law that
banned abortion, women had no other choice rather than turn desperately to illegal abortion.
In both countries the regime used the female body as a means to increase the population.
Therefore, among all ex-USSR republics and Central and Eastern European countries Romania
has the highest maternal mortality rate of 469 per 100 000 live births. Albania had a rate of about
50 per 100 000 live births, which still is among the highest. As we see from the graphic below, a
severe policy on abortion caused these drastic rates, but also a decrease in mortality after the
abortion was decriminalized again. Abortion rates in Albania in 1989 were approximately 26 per
100 live births, while for Romania around 50. “During 1997 in Albania the number went up to 50,
while in Romania there is a drastic change up to 160.” (UNICEF, 1999: 14)

Graphic 3. Maternal mortality rate in 1989 and 1997

Source: UNICEF (1999)
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In terms of domestic violence, it increased a lot because of Yugoslav wars, but also in other
countries. In Albania and Romania, it took the form of domestic physical and psychological
violence. Most of the factors derive from a deteriorated socio-economic condition or alcohol
consumption. “In Albania, a survey in 1995 had 63 per cent of the 850 women interviewed
reporting physical or psychological violence. In Romania, 29 per cent of women treated between
March 1993 and March 1994 in the Bucharest Forensic Hospital had been beaten by their partner.”
(Brunnbauer, 2000: 163)

Conclusions
This paper evaluates the claim that gender in ex-communist countries had been
retraditionalised after a detraditionalization, which occurred during communism. It analyzed data
taken for the case of Albania and Romania since these two countries show similar socio-economic
and political development traits during and after communist regimes.
Firstly, as it is presented in this paper, gender was detraditionalised during communism to
the extent that it was serving the regime’s ideology. Somehow the equality produced was mainly
formal because it could not reach all the parts of the country such as rural areas which remained
patriarch to a certain level. Also, women work and participation in public life overlapped their
family role. Therefore, emancipation was more a duty in service to the nation and the regime rather
than trying to fight old values per se.
Secondly, political participation during communism was high, but considering that all was
settled by the party this remained formal. The first democratic elections generated parliaments with
decreased number of women that reflect the population’s perception towards women in power.
However, communism in both countries brought fast urbanization, education and voting rights for
women.
During the transition, countries faced the deterioration of general conditions, and women
were among the most affected groups. However, one cannot claim this is a retraditionalisation
process. This process is continuous in the sense of values within the society. As before women
were seen in the service of the state and family, now they are mostly in service of the family. This
is a consequence of market economy changes and values within the society that communist
regimes and fast industrialization could not totally erase.
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On the other hand, communism did have achievements in some directions, such as political
representation, education and employment of women outside the house. However, women were
under the pressure of combining the roles inside the house with those outside it. Taking all this
into consideration one cannot claim that the above assumption can be simply applied in these cases.
Factors such as transition as a source of problems for other layers of society, the dualism of
women’s roles during communism, the rural areas perspective in that period and the patriarchal
type of state require a deeper analysis of the context. There is no concept of retraditionalisation if
the detraditionalisation was not such, or at least fully successful in the socialist period. Instead, it
was transferred into the state level.
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Abstract: Theoretical effervescence regarding on the one hand the social phenomena of body
commodification as discussed in the context of organ transplant and commercial surrogacy
industries and on the other hand Disney's princess culture and its making of the female body image
entitle a Marxist reading of Disney's animated films The Little Mermaid (1989) and Tangled
(2010).
The present research relies on Marx's (1867; 2010) understanding of commodity as
presented in 'Section 4: The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret Thereof' of his famous work
'Capital. A Critique of Political Economy', van Niekerk, Anton and Liezl van Zyl's (1995) on the
ethics of commercial surrogacy, Scheper-Hughes's (2002) work on commodity fetishism and organ
traffic to determine whether one can talk about commodification of the body or of body features
in the case of the two Disney princesses, Ariel and Rapunzel.
Due to the exploratory nature of the inquiry connecting the theoretical dots between
Disney's princesses and body commodification, it cannot hope for closure, but only for leaving an
alluring trail of breadcrumbs, as in Hansel and Gretel's story, to be picked up by the next
research(er).
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femininity versus elderly femininity.
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Marx&Disney: Towards an Uncanny Encounter
The interest for the present research and, shortly after, its conception are grounded on two
utterly different directions of study, which are both gaining popularity within the academic and
the journalistic community. One regards the concept of body commodification, which, in its most
general meaning, refers to attaching economic value to one's body or bodily parts or features,
therefore, turning it into an object of trade. In this respect, the present article will engage with
theoretical issues of organ transplant and commodifying life (Scheper-Hughes, 2002), commercial
surrogacy (Orlov and Orlov, 2007) and the woman's reproductive system as a space of power
(Dworkin [1978] 1983) and emotional labour (Toerien and Kitzinger, 2007) or the
commodification of emotions. The second direction of research, which finds itself at the very heart
of the present endeavour, revolves around the journalistic concern about the 'princess effect' of
Disney culture - promoting an aesthetic appearance, a submissive attitude and a fundamental urge
to be saved (Orenstein, 2006; Hains, 2016). Disney's making of femininity and especially of young
femininity is also of interest for the academic community. On these lines, Sarah Coyne advances
findings which endorse the idea that the princess culture enhances stereotypically feminine
conduct, is preferred by girls with a body image falling behind the so-called beauty standards and
does not whatsoever foster pro-social tendencies in consumers' behaviour. Craven (2002)
highlights the absence of mothers, new-borns and pregnancies in Disney's narratives and the
iterative array of dead femininities.
A recurrent theme of journalistic (Orestein, 2006, Bronson, 2009; Mechanic, 2011, Hains
2016) and social research such as sociology and psychology (Craven, 2002; England, Descartes
and Collier-Meek, 2011; Johnson, 2015; Do Rozario 2004) refers to Disney's princess culture and
its depiction of the feminine body. Therefore, the present study focuses on the concept of
'commodity' as it is explained by Marx (1867; 2010) in his fundamental work 'Capital. A Critique
of Political Economy', by van Niekerk, Anton and Liezl van Zyl (1995) in relation with commercial
surrogacy and by Scheper-Hughes (2002) in the context of organ traffic and its application on Walt
Disney's animated productions The Little Mermaid (1989) and Tangled (2010).
Due to the fact that there is no previous research on this particular matter to be found, the
article is meant to fulfil an exploratory function, therefore, a hypothesis is not to be formulated.
However, a research must always start with an inquiry. In this case, the core research objective
refers to the following topic: are the main female characters of Walt Disney's animated productions
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The Little Mermaid (1989) and Tangled (2010), Ariel and Rapunzel, cases of body
commodification? On these lines, a qualitative analysis was performed on the film narratives and
musical lyrics of the animated Disney movies The Little Mermaid (1989) and Tangled (2010). The
qualitative endeavour focuses on the concept of 'commodification' as it is defined by several
authors and aims to determine whether certain bodily features of Ariel and Rapunzel or themselves
as a whole:
(1) represent 'a value in use' (Marx, [1867]; 2010, 46),
(2) possess the power of satisfying human desires (Marx, [1867]; 2010, 46),
(3) are altered as a state by means of human labour (Marx, [1867]; 2010, 46),
(4) are given economic value, meaning they are subjected to financial operations
(buying, selling, trading and stealing) (Nancy Scheper-Hughes, 2002, 62)
(5) are instrumental or a purpose in itself (Buber apud. Van Niekerk, Anton and
Liezl van Zyl, 1995, 347)
(6) are involved in transactions, that convey no emotional bearing and only focus
on financial ends (Prokopijevic, 1990 apud. Niekerk and Liezl van Zyl, 1995).

At a first glance, it might seem that the present article represents an attempt to bring a
serious matter such as body commodification, which can be easily associated with most of the
contemporary world's horrors, into a trivial realm of animated movies. Moreover, the research
might appear to some as airy and even slightly inappropriate for the thematic of this number:
Communism/ Postcommunism. Perspectives on Gender. However, it is not the case because
starting from the popular image of the cave man dragging 'his' woman by her hair up to Marilyn
Monroe's icon and Hugh Hefner's bunny wives, the concept of gender has always been constructed
around the body in terms of body difference or body features. Therefore, the present paper is about
gender, probably in its most intimate bearing. It is constructed around femininity, the configuration
of traits, behaviours, experiences and roles commonly ascribed to girls and women. Furthermore,
it revolves around the lived femininity, the embodied experience of being a girl or a woman,
saturated with a subjectivity which, by means of popularization, establishes itself as normative.
Women's bodies are and have always been a symbolical space of power and ideology as well as of
opposition and resistance.
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King of my castle1. Detachable body parts & commodification
In a nutshell, contemporary times are those of Dr. Frankenstein with a hint of Steven
Spielberg. Just a couple of days ago, Saudi Arabia offered its citizenship to a humanoid robot
called Sophia. Yesterday, Newsweek wrote about Sergio Canavero's quest of the impossible allegedly the doctor intends to perform the first head transplant at the end of this year, in China.
Although the same article states that there are strong medical voices advocating against the success
rate of such a surgery, it has been on the table for some time now and it is probably going to happen
soon. So, transplanting a human head might still be Sci-Fi, but humanity has already witnessed
human trafficking, organ trafficking and surrogate mothers, therefore, a discussion about gender,
body parts and commodification in post-communist times is not only justified, but also necessary,
especially from the point of view of an Eastern-European female researcher in the field of
sociology and gender studies.
Discussing about how recent biomedical developments and transplant technologies
suddenly divide the world into organ givers and receivers, Nancy Scheper-Hughes (2002, 62)
focuses on the ethical implications of turning such an intimate part of the human body into a
commodity: 'The problem with the markets is that they reduce everything - including human
beings, their labour, and their reproductive capacity - to the status of commodities that can be
bought, sold, traded, and stolen. Nowhere is this more dramatically illustrated than in the market
for human organs and tissues'. Furthermore, she argues that it is life itself that becomes the
ultimate of commodity fetishisms as no more virtue is found in suffering and death. It all comes
to prolonging life at all costs and with no consideration whatsoever for the social, long-term effects
on the human condition and on society itself of such an endeavour.
Organs' transplant issues place the life one already possesses in the position of a commodity
fetishism. Another topic surrounded by ethical controversy in the works related to modern
commodification of the human body is commercial surrogacy. This means that, in exchange of a
fee or for other financial privileges, a woman accepts to offer her egg and womb or just her womb
to conceive a child who will be delivered shortly after birth to a couple who remunerates her and
who will hold all parental rights over the previously mentioned child. According to Orlov and
Orlov (2007), critiques of this practice argued it equates with turning both children and the
reproductive system of women into commodities, therefore, making a commodity from something
1

Named after a popular song of 1999 in which a robot woman is created.
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that is not. Then again, surrogacy's advocates compared it to the act of sperm donation. Feminist
radicals, however, such as Andrea Dworkin ([1978] 1983; Orlov and Orlov, 2007, 177; Niekerk
and Liezl van Zyl, 1995, 345) went even further and labelled it as “new-wave prostitution”.
Dworkin argues that, with the support and intervention of medical specialists, the woman's womb
now becomes a space of experimentation and power, hence, of commodification: 'The formidable
institutions of scientific research institutes and medical hospitals will be the new houses out of
which women are sold to men: the use of their wombs for money' (Dworkin, [1978] 1983, 183) ;
'It is the womb, not the vagina, that is being bought; this is not sex, it is reproduction' (Dworkin,
[1978] 1983, 182). In this respect, Anton van Niekerk and Liezl van Zyl (1995, 345) explore the
subject of surrogacy from the point of view of the mother and try to determine whether it is the
case of 'alienated and/or dehumanised labour', which could draw a parallel between such
reproductive labour and the act of prostitution.
Flourishing industries such as the one of organ transplants or that of commercial surrogacy
flag the current tendency of contemporary markets in that it makes no exceptions in saturating the
world with financial values. The previous paragraphs have detailed industries which function at
the very edge of morality and social justice because they commodify the human body, breaking it
down to its parts which can be themselves committed to operations of exchange. In their article
"Emotional Labour in Action: Navigating Multiple Involvements in the Beauty Salon", Merran
Toerien and Celia Kitzinger (2007) address the relational part of labour, which has been rarely
brought up although it is commonly acknowledged in lines of work involving services. In this
regard, I believe I recall a scene or two from famous movies where a client confesses in front of a
bartender. For that matter, it is not an uncommon practice to see women discuss their intimacies
with their hairdresser or cosmetician. I could also include here the whole American-style
marketing trend which implies that displaying a polite and friendly, even caring attitude towards
clients is part of one's labour obligations (Fineman, 1996: 546 apud. Toerien and Kitzinger, 2007).
However, emotional labour can go much further than this in fieldworks which ask from their
employees to perform interactional tasks such as ‘soothing tempers, boosting confidence, fuelling
pride, preventing frictions, and mending ego wounds’ (Calhoun, 1992: 118 apud. Toerien and
Kitzinger, 2007).
Due to the precariousness of human relationships in the contemporary society, the natural
need for connection and support is substituted by solutions offered by businesses focused on
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emotional labour maybe now more than ever. On June 7th, 2017, The Business Insider UK writes
about professional cuddling as a cure for loneliness, depression or lack of affection in everyday
life (Romeo and Ibekwe, June 7, 2017). On November 7th, 2017, just a few days ago, The Atlantic
reads: 'Money may not be able to buy love, but here in Japan, it can certainly buy the appearance
of love—and appearance, as the dapper Ishii Yuichi insists, is everything. As a man whose business
involves becoming other people, Yuichi would know. The handsome and charming 36-year-old is
on call to be your best friend, your husband, your father, or even a mourner at your funeral'
(Morin, November 7, 2017). The article is about a company offering professional actors to
impersonate one's new boyfriend at a family dinner where one does not want to show up alone or
the loving father one's child never had. Such practices stress on converting love or, better said,
expressions of love or roles of the beloved into a service that now becomes purchasable.
In view of these facts, I consider the current socio-economic context as thriving as one can
be for the development of diverse forms of commodification one has never witnessed before.
Therefore, it appears to be appropriate for a closer inspection of what the past and present
generations have learnt in the past twenty-eight years of Disney animated films about human
bodies and commodification.

The Galatea Effect: Walt Disney Corporation and the Making of the Female Body
On 2006's Christmas Eve, Peggy Orenstein wrote 'What’s Wrong With Cinderella?', an
article discussing the so-called 'princess effect' - the princess culture promoted by the Disney
corporation by means of a whole artillery of consumer products which allow any little girl to 'live
out the princess fantasy': 'There are now more than 25,000 Disney Princess items. “Princess”, as
some Disney execs call it, is not only the fastest-growing brand the company has ever created;
they say it is on its way to becoming the largest girls’ franchise on the planet'. Orenstein takes into
account the possibility of her being retrograde, still influenced by a second wave feminism and
that girls' disposition for the princess-like femininity might not exclude demonstrating strong
character features such as agency, courage or ambition. But she also argues that adopting
traditional feminine roles which valorise a non-antagonistic attitude, ethics of care and outer looks
may lead to depression. On June 24, 2016, associate professor of advertising and media studies,
Rebecca Hains, explains for The Washington Post that the Disney Princess brand promotes beauty
as the most valuable trait of a girl along with a submissive attitude and the 'Prince on a White
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Horse' salvation. Hains is not convinced by the so-called new wave independent princesses as Elsa
or Merida and calls on a study in Child Development lead by Sarah Coyne. Findings prove to be
startling for girls' parents: (1) engagement with the princess culture nurtures stereotypically
feminine behaviour; (2) involvement with the princess culture increased in time for girls with
lower body image; (3) no sign of positive influence in terms of pro-social behaviour. Results
confirm, however, a positive impact on boys interacting with the princess culture because it
compensates for the roughness of boy culture. Also, the girls' perception of own body image
suffered no alterations during the study, but the authors signalled that this offers no guarantee that
bodily perception will not be influenced over time. The research also revealed that discussing the
media with parents enhanced stereotypically feminine behaviour.
Journalistic and personal interest in the influence of princess culture upon young girls of
both Peggy Orenstein and Rebecca Hains resulted in books on the subject. Peggy Orenstein
published "Cinderella Ate My Daughter: Dispatches from the Front Lines of the New Girlie-Girl
Culture" (2012) and Rebecca Hains, "The Princess Problem: Guiding Our Girls through the
Princess-Obsessed Years". Hence, Disney's launching of consumer products' lines constructed
around the princess culture in 2001 soon reverberated in a wave of worried parents, journalistic
inquiries and of course in scientific articles on the subject. For example, in her article "Beauty and
the Belles: Discourses of Feminism and Femininity in Disneyland", Craven (2002) argues that
Disney's animated film and musical dilutes feminist ideology into clichés of popular romance.
Moreover, advertisements focus on Beast and the rose whilst Belle is promoted as a subject of
'learning, moral instruction and sexual desire' (Craven, 2002, 139). The author also identifies the
strangeness of the Disney culture, which defines itself as a family entertainment corporation: the
motherless narrative, the absence of pregnancies and babies, the recurrence of glass coffins and
dead femininity. England, Descartes and Collier-Meek (2011) group the nine Disney Princess
movies into early (1937 - 1959), middle (1989 - 1998) and recent productions (starting in 2009)
for the sake of analysing what modifications displays of gender roles suffer over time. Johnson
(2015) particularly discusses the three eras of Disney Princesses and their relationship with body
image, gender roles and perception of love, all in a broader discourse of media influence in
individuals' grasp on the world, on their own body, on their on gender roles and on the romantic
ideal (Behm-Morawitz & Mastro, 2008; Herbozo, Tantleff-Dunn, Gokee-Larose & Thompson,
2004). In early Disney productions, singing and dancing beauties with silky hair and contoured
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lips are the icing on the cake of femininity. The middle era of Disney animated film introduces a
female body, which conserves the grace of the first era, but also demonstrates functionality. This
instrumentality of the body refers on the one hand to the burlesque, sexualised power of femininity
that is able to attract men, and on the other hand to a rather athletic side of the body which can be
used in various situations: 'Ariel acts more as a lifeguard by saving Prince Eric’s life. Jasmine can
pole-vault over buildings in a single leap and Pocahontas displays athleticism by running cross
country and jumping through waterfalls. Mulan fights alongside men during war and ends up
saving the country of China' (Johnson, 2015, p. 12 about Do Rozario 2004).
'Then let them anatomize Regan; see what breeds about her heart'2. Princess body parts,
commoditized by the wicked witches
In the first volume of his famous work 'Capital. A Critique of Political Economy',
specifically in the section called 'Section 4: The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret Thereof',
Karl Marx (1867; 2010, 46) simplifies a commodity's definition to its very core: 'a value in use'.
Moreover, judging by its features, a commodity possesses the power of satisfying human desires.
In the case of Disney's Little Mermaid (1989) and Tangled (2010), both the body features taken
into account for the present discussion, that is Ariel's voice and Rapunzel's hair, respond to certain
human longings. And what is more, a quick leap of memory might bring to mind that both
beginnings of the animated movies seem to stress the manner in which Ariel's voice and Rapunzel's
hair respond to social needs. In the little mermaid's case, Sebastian has arranged a whole
celebration, somewhat of a debutante ball, a formal 'debut' meant to announce the coming out into
society of King Triton's youngest daughter and the main female character of the plot, Ariel. One's
coming out into society equates to showing off what it is to be considered one's 'greatest gift', in
Ariel's case, her voice. To King Triton's pride and satisfaction, Ariel is placed at the very centre of
this celebration in order to display her natural endowment in front of the whole kingdom of
mermen. However, light-headed as any regular Disney princess, Ariel fails to show up at her own
celebration, event which arouses the wrath of King Triton.
By the same token, the golden flower Rapunzel's mother, the queen, consumed when she
was pregnant, also possesses the power of responding to people's wants and needs. Moreover, the

King Lear's line in William Shakespeare, King Lear. Regele Lear, trans. Mihnea Gheorghiu (Târgoviște: Editura
Pandora), 150.
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story itself reveals the properties the golden flower is endowed with, that is healing wounds and
sicknesses. When Rapunzel's mother, the queen, fell ill, she was given a potion made of this flower
to regain her good health. As she was pregnant at the time, Rapunzel, then just a baby in her
mother's womb, inherited the plant's curative and nourishing characteristics. In addition, once
Rapunzel grows into a young woman, both her and mother Gothel use her hair for much more
mundane purposes such as cleaning around the house and doing the usual chores or taking mother
Gothel up the tower. In this respect, Rapunzel's hair seems to be iron-strong as it can sustain the
weight of another adult. Then, it is not inopportune to further infer that Rapunzel's hair can also
be understood as a commodity in Marx's understanding of the term as it represents a 'value in use'
and fulfils certain human necessities. And what is more, this is the very reason for which mother
Gothel, the negative character of Disney's Tangled, decides to kidnap and imprison Rapunzel. It is
the healing, therefore rejuvenating powers of her hair and her burning desire to remain young that
fuel all her actions. Once mother Gothel discovers Rapunzel's hair holds the same properties as the
golden flower, she first tries to cut a strand of it, but soon becomes aware that once the hair is
removed from her owner, it no longer possesses its special characteristics.
On this account, there are significant differences between the two features I am presently
discussing. Ariel's voice maintains its qualities even when it is taken from her rightful owner.
Ursula takes the appearance of Vanessa, uses Ariel's voice to enchant the heart of Prince Eric and
prevent him from falling in love with the little mermaid before the appointed time elapses.
Therefore, one might infer that Ariel's voice is a commodity itself in the sense that even if it is
detached from its possessor, it still represents 'a value in use' and it serves the purposes and desires
of the sea witch, Ursula. At the same time, its value derives from its effect on Prince Eric. In this
respect, I believe it is theoretically sound to state that Ariel's voice behaves exactly as an object,
which demonstrates its usefulness and value to the individual who is employing it.
As I have previously stated, this is not the case of Rapunzel's hair as it does not display its
healing and juvenescent properties unless it is attached to the princess's head. In consequence,
Rapunzel can be considered the very source of this spectacular power which is able to alter the
physical state of individuals. Following this logic, her hair only fulfils an instrumental purpose as
it is the medium through which the curative forces manifest, precisely like water is a conductor for
electricity, however it is far from being its generator. Consequently, mother Gothel finds herself
necessitated to seize Rapunzel altogether for fulfilling her wish of remaining physically young
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despite her old age. From this point on, Rapunzel is confined without her knowing and willingness
to giving up all the joys of a regular life and commit to a remote existence, all this for satisfying
the longing for eternal youth and beauty of an old woman: 'Gothel had found her new magic flower,
but this time she was determined to keep it hidden'. Rapunzel is brought up in a tower, positioned
in the depth of the forest, and is told repeatedly that under no circumstance should she leave for
the outside world is a truly dangerous place due to the malevolent nature of mankind. On these
lines, I find it appropriate to conclude that this Disney princess is herself metamorphosed into a
commodity, existing solely for serving the old woman's unsettling craving for imperishable beauty
and youth with her rejuvenating abilities. What is even more disquieting in how Disney media
trust portrayals a gendered identity born at the intersection of femininity and childhood, later on
girlhood, is that not only is Rapunzel exploited for her healing force, but the victim role is
constructed as such that she is also unaware not only of the nature of her imprisonment, but also
of her very powers.
On closer inspection, Ariel's voice is only a means for Ursula to enchant Prince Eric so that
he does not fall in love with the little mermaid until the sands run out, therefore granting her full
control over Ariel's soul. To that end, the implications in Disney's The Little Mermaid (1989) go
even much further because Ariel herself, as a being, becomes the object of trade. On the
background of her father's attachment to her, Ariel represents Ursula's advantage and her one-way
ticket to political power, that is ruling over the seas, on the throne of King Triton. At this point of
the discussion, I come to Pateman's argument (Van Niekerk, Anton and Liezl van Zyl, 1995, 347)
concerning reproductive labour as 'integral part of a woman's identity'. On the same lines, Ariel's
voice and Rapunzel's hair are vital to their identity, moreover, they represent their very strength.
The voice is to Ariel and the hair is to Rapunzel their inner power manifested by means of a bodily
part as is a tendon to Achilles and hair to Samson. Hence, Ursula's act not only of dispossessing
Ariel of her voice, but, what is more, using it to charm her beloved may qualify as one of the most
intimate of abuses. On the other hand, mother Gothel's egoistic actions do not seem to strip
Rapunzel of any of her powers, except, of course, the possibility of growing up with her real family
and tasting the joys of a life in freedom. But this is only because her hair does not carry its
rejuvenating powers if it is cut off from its owner.
I now return to what Nancy Scheper-Hughes (2002, 62) affirms about contemporary
markets, mainly that they translate anything and everything into monetary value, therefore, open
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to financial operations such as buying, selling, trading and stealing. Nothing is left untouched. Not
even Disney princesses. Rapunzel is stolen and reduced to only one instrumentality, except of
course the daily chores, and that is satisfying the insatiable lust for beauty and youth of an old
woman. On the other hand, Ariel is beguiled to trade her distinctive characteristic, that one core of
individuality, which is then used by Ursula to go against her and bring the little mermaid to her
heel for the sake of power over the mermen's kingdom. On these lines, Ursula's final discourse
proves itself revealing: '[Ursula]: (Now very large.) You pitiful, insignificant, fool! (...) Ursula:
Now I am the ruler of all the ocean! The waves obey my every whim! The sea and all its spoils bow
to my power! (She wreaks havoc, creates a whirlpool and raises some shipwrecks)'. In this regard,
van Niekerk, Anton and Liezl van Zyl fall back upon Martin Buber's social existentialist
philosophy regarding the relationship established between a person and a thing and the one among
people. Consequently, a material object is a means, it fulfils an instrumental function whilst
another being is meant to be a purpose per se and not something that is used to reach some other
end. Another argument for the commodification of the two young princesses, Ariel and Rapunzel,
consists of the fact that they are both treated as instrumental for other ends, those of gaining
political power or of maintaining eternal beauty and youth.
While Ariel's voice is Nature's making, Rapunzel's gift is of heavenly origin: 'And it starts
with the sun. Now, once upon a time, a single drop of sunlight dropped from the Heavens, and
from this small drop of Sun, grew a magic golden flower'3. At a first glance, none of the bodily
features analysed in the present article correspond to Marx's understanding of the concept of
'commodity' in terms of genesis. Nor Ariel's voice, nor Rapunzel's hair represent the result of
human labour. One is Nature's doing while the other is an echo of the wonder-working.
Nonetheless, Marx himself mentions that it is the work of men to process the raw material to
customize it according to their needs and desires. Ariel's singing voice may be Nature's inheritance,
but she refines it each time she sings. Moreover, Ursula, the wicked sea witch, puts her magic
skills at work to appropriate it. It is not to be forgotten that Ariel signs a sort of contract which is
meant to seal the bargain. On these lines, Ariel receives in exchange a brand-new pair of human
legs, admittedly for a limited period of time: three days. As the wicked accustom, each bargain
comes with a condition: Ariel is allowed to keep her now human shape only if the prince falls in
love with her until the sunset of the third day. More by token, the matter of Ariel's legs is one of
3

Tangled. Directed by Nathan Greno, Byron Howard. Walt Disney Animation Studios & Walt Disney Pictures, 2010
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great interest for the present article, that is for exploring the applications of Marx's concept of
'commodity' in Walt Disney's animated films.
As she was born mermaid, one can talk about Ariel's legs as an acquired bodily feature,
which makes them particularly interesting for the subject of matter. Past all doubt, they have value
in the human world as in their absence there is no walking, no running, no dancing and movement
is certainly saddled. From Ariel's point of view, they are even more valuable as they are lacking.
Ariel's song 'Part of Your World' eloquently advances this point of view: 'I wanna be where the
people are,/ I wanna see, I wanna see them dancing,/ Walking around on those - what do you call
'em? Oh - feet!' ; 'Flippin' your fins, you don't get too far / Legs are required for jumping, dancing
/ Strolling along down a - what's that word again? / Street'4. For her, a pair of legs is what it takes
to enter the fascinating realm of humans. Moreover, it is precisely what she needs not only to be
part of the human world she desperately desires, but also to attain the love of her beloved Prince
Eric. Legs are a natural part of the human body, but as Ariel is born a mermaid, Ursula's magic is
needed in order to turn Ariel's fishtail into a pair of human legs. Therefore, one could conclude
that a work of transformation is needed in order to create Ariel's legs. It is indeed not human labour,
but witchcraft. Nevertheless, it is still something that comes as natural and is transformed through
the use of particular skills into something else that serves the desires of an individual, in this case,
Ariel.
The healing and rejuvenating forces, which dwell at first in the golden flower, grown out
of a drop of sunlight, and then in Rapunzel's hair, also must undergo a process in order to respond
to the necessities of mankind. For example, in the scene where the ill queen consumes the golden
flower, she is presented with a bowl from which she drinks. It is then clear to the viewers that the
plant has underwent a process of metamorphosis intended to make it possible to be ingested by the
human body. On the same lines, mother Gothel sings to the golden flower and later on to the
princess's hair to awake its curative forces: 'Flower, gleam and glow/ Let your power shine/ Make
the clock reverse/ Bring back what once was mine/ Heal what has been hurt/ Change the fates'
design/ Save what has been lost/ Bring back what once was mine'. There can be intervention in the
making of time and in fate's design, however, an enchantment is necessary to blur the lines between
the two realms, the humanly one and the heavenly. Moreover, no matter the restrictive conditions
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in which Rapunzel develops, mother Gothel puts time and effort in bringing up the princess and
fulfilling the role as a mother. On these lines, Gothel combs the girl's hair and sleeps in the same
tower with her. Even if the negative character does so in order to gain access to the rejuvenating
properties of Rapunzel's hair, it still is labour. Therefore, it is by the force of human labour, as
Marx would put it, that this healing force is put into use in the interest of humanity. This interest
can be one of devotion as in the case of the pregnant queen or one of self-aggrandizement such as
that of mother Gothel.
Whether it is financial privilege as it is nowadays, the romantic ideal or altering the state
of what appears as definitive such as the shape one was born into in the case of Ariel, the one issue
which makes all experiences involving trading one's body or one's bodily parts for something else
relevant is ethics. And the one trait that makes such a trade honourable or shady from a
deontological point of view is whether it represents a matter of exploitation or choice. It may seem
ridiculous to inquire whether, in Disney's narrative, Ariel is truly giving her permission for the
exchange to be carried out as she even signs a contract to do so. However, Ursula stirs a finger or,
better said, a tentacle or two in the process of decision-making. Hence, when Ariel thinks about
the fact that becoming a human means not getting to spend any more time with King Triton and
her sisters, the sea-witch mentions the perks of deciding to be human, that is being together with
her beloved, Prince Eric. As any negative figure in history, Ursula also weighs in and uses Ariel's
voice to impersonate a woman called Vanessa and enchant Prince Eric so that he doesn't fall in
love with Ariel in the three days she has available until she turns back into a mermaid and belongs
to Ursula. Therefore, Ariel gives her consent for the exchange to be done, but the conditions upon
which she had agreed are modified along the game, making her part of the bargain more difficult
to fulfil. Ariel, however, is at least faced with a decision, even if she is influenced by her emotional
state and by Ursula's deceitful willingness. Rapunzel, on the other hand, is totally oblivious
regarding her family origin, the nature of her relationship with mother Gothel, the true reason of
her imprisonment and the powers she possesses. If one is willing to go further, she might not be
even aware of that the properties her hair demonstrates are not common to people in general as her
interactions with humanity are limited to her step mother and a chameleon.
According to Prokopijevic's logic (1990 apud. Niekerk and Liezl van Zyl, 1995), in both
prostitution and surrogacy as in most transactions the contemporary society is based on, the use of
the body is performed in lack of any emotional foundation. Supposedly, there is no affective
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attachment involved in the physical service which is performed, and the only remaining purpose
is the financial reward. As it had already been stated earlier in the text of the present article, in
Ariel's case, for instance, there is no financial reward in terms of receiving money or other financial
benefits, but there is a material reward: her long-desired legs. However, the emotional roots of her
whole endeavour are far from being refutable as her love for Prince Eric and her passion for the
world of humans are precisely the motivations fuelling her request to the sea witch. On the same
lines of Anderson's argumentation that the immorality of surrogacy results from the fact that it
represents a commodification of women's reproductive labour (Anderson 1990 apud. Niekerk and
Liezl van Zyl, 1995, 346), one could infer that Ursula commodifies Ariel's emotional labour, that
which is necessary to perform a gesture of sacrifice. In the case of Rapunzel, I can only suppose
that she has somehow grown fond of the one woman who brought her up, especially as she proves
to be completely opaque to her selfish intentions. But as she is not aware that her hair is the one
maintaining the good looks and eternal youth of mother Gothel, I cannot take into consideration
that her actions could be fuelled by an emotional attachment. Then again, both the negative
characters are fully conscious of their end of the bargain, that is of the material and symbolical
benefits of making use of the princesses' bodily parts.
In The Little Mermaid (1989), the overtones of bodily commodification are carried forward
into a sexualised register. Once Ariel agrees to give up her voice, she remains with no other means
of communication left except her very body. In other words, by giving up her power, the Disney
princess is reduced to her body and is impelled to use it in order to make Prince Eric fall in love
with her. Ursula clearly argues that men don't enjoy women who express themselves and highlight
the importance of using body language and physical appearance to obtain men's attention, therefore
suggesting Ariel to take up a sexualised conduct: "You'll have your looks, your pretty face./ And
don't underestimate the importance of body language, ha!/ The men up there don't like a lot of
blabber/ They think a girl who gossips is a bore!/ Yes on land it's much preferred for ladies not to
say a word/ And after all dear, what is idle prattle for?/ Come on, they're not all that impressed
with conversation/ True gentlemen avoid it when they can/ But they dote and swoon and fawn/ On
a lady who's withdrawn/ It's she who holds her tongue who gets a man"5. Hence, refraining one's
self is advanced as one of the strongest traits of a woman. The gender role Ariel is educated into
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assimilating is consistent with the coordinates of traditional femininity - holding back thoughts
and emotions along with guiding one's conduct after what is preferable to men. A woman's best
traits are good looks and a sealed mouth. The only addition to the traditional model of femininity
refers to using sexualised body language as means of expression for alluring men.

Cutting Through Princess. An Open Ending
The present study is developed within the theoretical framework and rising concerns
regarding commodification in terms of definition (Marx, [1867]; 2010) or phenomena such as
organ transplant (Nancy Scheper-Hughes, 2002), commercial surrogacy (van Niekerk, Anton and
Liezl van Zyl, 1995) and journalistic as well as academic unease related to the Disney princess
culture and its effect on young girls (Craven, 2002; England, Descartes and Collier-Meek, 2011;
Johnson, 2015; Do Rozario 2004). It is an ideological reading of women’s bodies as a site of power
and control, and also of opposition and resistance, which can be included on the
communist/postcommunist perspectives on gender. The qualitative analysis performed on film
narratives and musical lyrics of the animated Disney movies The Little Mermaid (1989) and
Tangled (2010) backs up the idea that the two Disney princesses, Ariel and Rapunzel, represent
cases of commodification of the body or of bodily features. The cinematographic narratives
disclose the fact that both Ariel and Rapunzel (1) represent 'a value in use' (Marx, [1867]; 2010,
46) for one of their parents and/or for the negative female characters. Ariel's voice is a reason for
which King Triton wishes to display her in front of the whole population of mermen. Further on,
Ursula turns her into currency for obtaining political power over Triton's kingdom. Due to the fact
that once separated from its rightful owner her hair loses all of its power, Rapunzel herself becomes
a value in use for mother Gothel. Secondly, the qualitative analysis reveals both bodily features,
Ariel's voice and Rapunzel's hair, are endowed with the power of satisfying certain individual or
social desires, which makes them valuable to those making use of their special trait. It is the case
of the two negative characters, Ursula and Mother Gothel, who, to be noted, both stand for women
in their mature or old age, hence, for mature femininity. The two bodily features discussed in this
article have their origins in nature or in Divine intervention, as in the case of Rapunzel, however,
in order to be used, their state must be altered by means of human labour (Marx, [1867]; 2010,
46). In consequence, Ariel must rehearse to refine her singing, Ursula performs her magic to extract
Ariel's voice and contain it into a seashell. On the other hand, mother Gothel sings to Rapunzel or
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asks her to sing so that the rejuvenating powers of her hair are no longer latent, but manifest. Both
the princesses become the object of stealing or trading along the action of the animated movies,
therefore, they bear economic value even though it is not translated into money, but into privilege,
in one case, political, in the other, individual. More by token, Ariel and Rapunzel are not once
treated by the Disney feminine villains as beings, that is, in Buber's terms (apud. Van Niekerk,
Anton and Liezl van Zyl, 1995, 347) as purposes in themselves. Instead, their value is purely
instrumental, and all must be done for the situation to remain that way. In addition, there is no
emotional involvement in the acts of stealing or trading the Disney princesses, nor in making use
of their special traits.
Taking all this into account, the analysis of two Disney animated productions, The Little
Mermaid (1989) and Tangled (2010), reveals gullibility as being the core personality trait of
femininity and particularly of the social identity of a young girl with royal origins. In this respect,
Ariel fails to see through Ursula's "Oscar" discourse, which also contains several hints regarding
the malevolence of the negative character: 'I admit that in the past I've been a nasty/ They weren't
kidding when they called me, well, a witch' ; 'And I fortunately know a little magic/ It's a talent
that I always have possessed/ And dear lady, please don't laugh/ I use it on behalf/ Of the
miserable, the lonely, and depressed'6. Irony is also obvious in mother Gothel's so-called teasing:
'[looking in the mirror with Rapunzel] Mother Gothel: Look in that mirror. I see a strong,
confident, beautiful young lady. [Rapunzel smiles] Mother Gothel: Oh look, you're here too'. Such
remarks might be easily interpreted as a sign of infatuation and, going even further, mockery
towards the princess. However, Rapunzel does not seem to notice them because she is completely
swallowed up by her own goal and desire to obtain permission to leave the tower and visit the
outside world. Ariel follows the same goal-oriented logic which makes her oblivious of whatever
is truly happening around her at the time.
I then arrive to another conclusion regarding how Disney illustrates young femininity, that
is, unable to detach itself from its personal view of reality and accurately estimate the true motives
of others. As plain as it can be put, the intra-gender interactional dynamics in Disney animation
movies suggests on the one hand that mature, even elderly women have no other purpose to life

6

The Little Mermaid. Directed by Ron Clements and John Musker. Walt Disney Pictures, Silver Screen Partners IV,
Walt Disney Feature Animation, 1989.
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than attaining the looks they once had (Mother Gothel) or political power from ruling men (Ursula)
and on the other hand that they can only obtain it by means of manipulating innocent young royal
daughters. Furthermore, for young girls watching Disney animation movies, this might give
salience to an intergenerational conflict between young and mature or elderly women. In terms of
intersectional identity, young femininity is assimilated to gullibility. Concurrently, time brings
devilry to the table when it comes to mature or elderly women. Moreover, this false-heartedness
is intent upon young girls and stops at no costs whatsoever in fulfilling one's egoistic goals of
beauty and power. Inspired by Bell (1995), Do Rozario (2004) interprets Ursula's character as the
first in a long series of Disney femmes fatales, who overturn the patriarchal establishment of
society and leave its figures of authority helpless bystanders of the one-woman show: "Despite
their exalted status, they cannot protect their daughters. Aurora's father, King Stefan, even hands
his daughter to three little fairies for protection and King Triton, despite his superior physique
and magical trident, is helpless to break the deal Ariel made with Ursula and can only offer himself
as forfeit, leaving his daughter completely unprotected. Kings are powerless, almost irrelevant,
when faced with the femme fatale" (Do Rozario, 2004, p. 43).
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LIVED STORIES. TOLD STORIES.
PERSONAL NOTES ON COMMUNISM/POSTCOMMUNISM

A Personal View and Timeline of Women’s Sexual and Reproductive
Lives in Romania1
Daniela Drăghici

(Photo credits: personal archive Daniela Drăghici)

(Source:
http://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-arhiva1251638-muzeu-despre-viata-privata-comunism.htm)

I am one of the Romanian women who survived communism and even laughed, one who has
evolved from having no idea of women’s reproductive health and rights to advocating for other
women’s and from having no notion of contraception to teaching my own mother.

1

This account is based on an invited keynote address at the 32nd Annual Psychosocial Workshop on March 30, 2004
in Boston, Massachusetts, USA and published on http://www.prochoiceforum.org.uk/psy_ocr9.php
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Fifty-one years ago, Romania’s president, Nicolae Ceausescu, dealt a crippling blow to
women when he banned what we now call “abortion on demand” or “elective abortion”. His
reason: concern about the low rate of population growth. He wanted to impose his plan to increase
the country’s population from 23 to 30 million by the year 2000. He began his campaign in 1966
with a decree that virtually made pregnancy a state policy. "The fetus is the property of the entire
society," Ceausescu proclaimed. "Anyone who avoids having children is a deserter who abandons
the laws of national continuity." The policy introduced a number of measures to increase the
fertility rate. These measures made abortion legally available only in certain limited circumstances,
restricted access to contraception, and increased allowances for large families. Abortion was legal
if a woman was over 40, if she already had four children, if her life was in danger, or, in practice,
if she had communist party connections. Otherwise, illegal abortions cost the equivalent of two to
four months' wages. If something went wrong, the legal consequences were enough to deter many
women from seeking timely medical help.
The law gave us the right to have an abortion if we were bleeding heavily. If we didn’t
bleed heavily enough, we couldn’t get the abortion. It was tricky, though, as the degree of bleeding
was either a salvation or a curse. In more serious cases, a commission of three physicians was
formed with the approval of the prosecutor’s office. If the woman was suspected of having induced
the bleeding she was submitted to interrogation and threatened with imprisonment. I believe there
is no harsher punishment for a woman than to feel her blood flowing, while wondering if she is
still going to be alive after it is over.
Usually women were so terrified to go to the hospital that by the time they were taken there
it was too late. Often, they died at home. Almost 10,000 women (9,452 to be exact) died because
of the demographic policy of the communist regime in Romania in the 1966 - 1989 interval2.
Except for abortions performed to save the life of the pregnant woman, a legal abortion
had to be performed within the first trimester of pregnancy by a specialist in obstetrics and
gynecology in a specialized health-care unit, with the approval of a medical board. Women who
obtained an illegal abortion, as well as the persons performing it, were subject to fines and
imprisonment. The sudden imposition of severe restrictions on access to legal abortion and modern
2

VOICES OF ROMANIAN WOMEN: Perceptions of Sexuality, Reproductive Behavior, and Partner Relations
during the Ceausescu Era – ADRIANA BABAN, University of Cluj, Romania & HENRY P. DAVID, Transnational
Family Research Institute, Bethesda, MD
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contraception had an immediate if somewhat short-term impact on fertility levels in Romania. At
first, Romania's birthrate nearly doubled. The crude birth rate increased, and the number of
abortions declined sharply from almost one million in 1966 to less than a quarter of a million one
year later. However, the birth rate began to decrease once again in 1967 and reached the 1966 level
in 1983 (14.3 births per 1,000 population). Poor nutrition and inadequate prenatal care endangered
many pregnant women. The country's infant-mortality rate soared to 83 deaths in every 1,000
births (against a Western European average of less than 10 per thousand). About one in 10 babies
was born underweight and newborns weighing 1,500 grams (3 pounds, 5 ounces) were classified
as miscarriages and denied treatment. Unwanted survivors often ended up in orphanages.
Ceausescu made mockery of family planning. He forbade sexuality education. Books on
human sexuality and reproduction were classified as "state secrets," to be used only as medical
textbooks. With contraception banned, Romanians had to smuggle in condoms and birth-control
pills. Though strictly illegal, abortions remained a widespread birth-control measure of last resort.
The law only forbade abortion; it did nothing to promote life. Despite government restrictions on
abortion, the abortion ratio also began to increase in 1967, due, in part, to the existence of an
underground illegal abortion network.
Let me tell you a true story dating back to those times: Ana, a Romanian university teacher,
found out that she was pregnant. It was February 1967, the year after the new abortion restrictions
were imposed. She was desperate. Ana was a beautiful 30-year-old woman, but a single woman in
a small town. How could she be a single mother in a small town, where everybody knows
everybody? And how could she have a child with someone she did not love? She did not dare
speak to any doctor in town, because she knew that they were too afraid to break the law. They
risked their freedom and professional license. That is why she tried to solve the problem by pushing
her cupboard around the house, by taking hot baths and by jumping around like a fool. Time
passed, and nothing happened. She took leave of absence and went to the capital city, but no doctor
accepted to risk his situation for an unknown woman. So, she went to another town. She was
willing to spend more than the equivalent of two salaries just to get rid of her problem but did not
find a doctor to save her. She lost all hope. Fortunately, Ion agreed to marry her, and so their
daughter had a father. Ana divorced her husband two years later. She was single for the rest of her
life.
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Many Romanian women shared the same kind of story during that year. 1967 was a peak
year for births of the so-called “decretzei” (babies born as a result of the 1966 decree which banned
abortion), but the number of births decreased in the following years because women discovered
how to “cope with” the situation. How? Usually by using a small “pipe” (in Romanian “sonda”,
like for drilling oil, a derrick in English), a thin medical catheter through which they introduced
into their uterus different liquids, such as alcohol, water, distilled water, tea, or plants, such as
stork’s bill or oleander. These were supposed to dislocate the fetus and induce an abortion.
Generally, educated women used distilled water or alcohol and the undereducated used plants.
Even a young doctor, the wife of a famous actor, used a soap and water mixture, which caused her
death. That practice was so frequent that there was a joke during those miserable years, which went
like this:
- Which is the richest country in the world?
- Romania.
- Why?
- Because every woman has her own “sonda” (English = derrick)!
Romanian women’s reproductive health status worsened with every passing year, despite
the fact that - ironically - the very first population conference on planet Earth was held in
Bucharest, the capital city, in 1974, a year when the dictatorship controlled people’s minds by
leaving them in complete darkness and cold. The government's enforcement techniques were as
bad as the law. Women under the age of 45 were rounded up at their workplaces every one to three
months and taken to clinics, where they were examined for signs of pregnancy, often in the
presence of government agents - dubbed the "menstrual police". The same was done to high school
students.
Let me tell you my own story: I will never forget my first imposed gynecological exam in
high school in 1970. They made us girls stand in a row and go into the medical office to be checked
by a male gynecologist. The purpose, they told us, was to get some kind of medical document
necessary to enroll for high school graduation and university entrance examinations. How come
the boys didn’t need it, we were wondering in vain? I remember some girls were offended, some
ashamed, but all of us were afraid. Afraid of the unknown, unfathomable reason for that kind of
check-up, afraid of that first encounter with the gynecologist, afraid we might find out we were
pregnant because we had been holding hands, or, worse, kissing with our boyfriends. Afraid of
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what our parents might find out and afraid of what the school officials might do with that kind of
information about us. That was the first instance when I felt my dignity snatched away from me
by strange people who controlled us without our own or our parents’ consent. The second time
was before the entrance exam to university. By that time we were aware of the danger of getting
pregnant with no way to prevent or get rid of it. All while our free-world “sisters” were enjoying
their newly acquired freedom of making love, we were being held hostage behind the iron curtain.
It was against this background that the first population conference was organized in
Romania, the country whose president killed women and children by denying them their right to
contraception and abortion. Prior to the conference, Ceausescu took steps to look good in the eyes
of the world leaders who attended the conference: he lowered the age of legal abortion to 40 from
45 in 1972, only to increase it again to 42 before the next population conference in 1984.
Now, let us go back forty-two years and remember what was happening to me in Romania
in 1974: I was a university freshman at that time, studying English and French as part of the
Germanic languages department and that is why I had the privilege to be an interpreter for the
UNICEF representative during first World Population Conference. That was the first time I heard
about family planning, contraception, HIV, AIDS, single-use syringes or non-governmental
organizations. I had no idea what I was translating. And how could I, when my own experience
was the opposite?
Like most Romanian women my age I, too, had an eventful first abortion, according to the
same pattern: first I had lots of shots containing some kind of painful mixture that was supposed
to induce an abortion. Nothing happened after a week, so one horrible evening I was taken to a
lady who took me to a sort of medical woman, who lived in a country house far, far away. She
asked me to get up on the kitchen table, where she tormented me for what seemed to me forever,
with all kinds of sharp metal instruments she kept boiling on an ancient stove. She took great
precautions not to let me make any noise by putting a rag in my mouth and asking me to bite on it
when it hurt. I left that place with the conviction that I was never going to have sex again. Later
on, though, I got worried because I continued getting morning sickness despite the ordeal I had
gone through. So, someone else took me for a secret check-up, which proved I was still pregnant.
How could that be? How could one have an abortion and still be pregnant? I was lucky I was taken
to a real doctor this time, who finished the job on another kitchen table. Need I tell you more?
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Ten years later, in 1984, the year of the Mexico City conference and policy (the so-called
“Gag Rule”, which is still in force), seeing that its demographic policies had been ineffective, the
government of Romania began a new campaign to increase the birth rate and restrict abortion. In
practice, this meant that women of reproductive age were required to undergo regular
gynecological examinations at their place of employment. Pregnant women were monitored until
delivery, doctors were required to report all women who became pregnant and gynecological
wards were under continuous surveillance. A special tax was enforced on unmarried persons over
25 years of age, as well as on childless couples who did not have a medical reason for being
childless, the so-called "celibacy tax". Furthermore, investigations were carried out to determine
the cause of all miscarriages.
In 1985, access to abortion was further restricted. The minimum age required for a legal
abortion was increased from 42 to 45 years. Similarly, having four children was no longer
considered sufficient grounds for obtaining an abortion on request. Decree Number 411 of
December 26th, 1985 stipulated that to qualify for an abortion, a woman must have given birth to
a minimum of five children that were currently under her care.
Here is a journalist’s 1985 story: <My name is Irina. When I found out that I was pregnant,
I didn’t know what to do. I was desperately in love with my boyfriend and looking forward to
having a child with him. A friend of mine took me to her trusted gynecologist, a retired doctor. He
confirmed the pregnancy. “What can I do, doctor?” I asked in a whisper. He shrugged his
shoulders. I begged him to help me. He said he was too afraid and that, besides, he didn’t have the
instruments. He told me to call him in two days. When I did he told me to come to his place, so he
could share the “good news” with me. He had spoken with a former colleague who promised to
lend him the instruments from the museum of the medical school. He asked me if I accepted an
abortion performed with 100-year-old tools. I did, of course. But where could we do that? Not at
his house, he was too afraid; not at my place, where I lived with my mother and sister and another
family. Then where? My friend offered her small kitchen table in her apartment. The doctor came
with a plastic bag full of strange looking knives. He boiled them on the stove for half an hour.
Then he told me: “I have no anesthetic. If you utter one sound, we’ll go to jail.” Paralyzed with
fear, I lay on the kitchen table. He inserted a sort of corkscrew which produced a horrible pain.
Then he used a sort of a knife, which added another kind of pain. But the most terrible thing was
the noise - a sort of sound like when you peel carrots. I remember I thought it lasted forever. When
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it was finally over, I kept on hearing the same noise…Fortunately, I had no infection, no
hemorrhage, just the horrible pain in my body. And my heart. Because my boyfriend told me that
this pregnancy had made him discover that he didn’t love me after all...>
The issue of having children when you wanted and not when it “just happened” became a
national problem. That is why on December 26th 1989, the first day after Ceausescu’s death, the
famous decree - issued on December 26th 1985 - was abolished and, along with that, contraception
reinstated. That was when Romanian women felt liberated and took maternity hospitals by storm.
In fact, abortion became a regular exercise of freedom and a good source of income for
gynecologists. 1990 made Romania more famous than all those previous years of draconian
restrictions put together. All of a sudden, Romanian women became the talk of the demographic
and reproductive health world. We should probably even be included in the Guinness Book of
World Records with our almost one million abortions recorded that year.
As a result of the restrictive reproductive health policies enforced in Romania between
1966 and 1989, maternal mortality reached heights unprecedented in Europe. The maternal
mortality ratio rose from 85 deaths per 100,000 live births in 1965 to 170 in 1983. Moreover,
illegal and unsafe abortion was the major cause of maternal mortality, accounting for more than
80 per cent of maternal deaths between 1980 and 1989. Furthermore, unofficial estimates suggest
that nearly 20 per cent of women of reproductive age may have become infertile because, on
average, a woman may have undergone at least five illegal abortions by age 40.
1994, the year of the International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD),
has probably been the best year in Romanian women’s reproductive health history so far, because
not only did the abortion rate go down to less than half what it was in 1990, but also the family
planning programs began to pick up speed. We also produced a first sexuality education curriculum
that was the basis for the compulsory healthy-life styles education programs in public schools at
that time.
In the next ten years things changed for the better in Romanian women’s reproductive lives,
though not enough. Some women still did not know that contraception was available and abortion
was legal and they even had unsafe abortions. When they finally got to the hospital, bleeding and
in pain, and with high fever, doctors would ask them what they had done to themselves, in order
to know how to treat them, but they did not admit to having done anything. They were still afraid
of the police…
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Twenty-three year-old Valentina Lucaci died in December 2003 after having induced an
abortion with a stick. She was supposed to go work in Spain, like many other young Romanian
women during those days and even today. Her husband was already there, waiting for her.
One year later, in 2004, a newspaper first page headline read: “More Abortions than Births
in Romania: the Romanian Ministry of Health said that abortions in the country continued to
exceed live births in 2003. However, the number of terminations declined in comparison with
previous years. In the first nine months last year, there were nearly 170,000 abortions - about 8,000
more than the number of births - according to the ministry. The abortion rate has gradually declined
since 1990, but it remains the main means of birth control for many women, given the difficulty
of obtaining or inconsistency of using reliable contraception. Regarding contraception the ministry
said the number of women using contraception remains very low. The government has allocated
35 billion lei ($1.1 million) this year to improve access to family planning services. According to
the health minister, infant mortality is three times higher than in the European Union. Out of every
1,000 babies born, 16 die before the age of one. In rural areas the infant mortality rate is even
higher - rising to 24 per 1,000 births in the northeastern province of Vaslui, one of the poorest in
the country.”
Romania, which in 2004 had a population of about 21.7 million - down almost one million
according to the 2002 census - is one of the poorest countries in Europe. That was the bad news.
The good news was Parliament had begun debating the first reproductive health policy in the
history of the country that is being avoided by the stork. That policy was taken to fruition years
later, only to expire in 2015 and never to be seen or heard of again…
It has been 14 years since the time we almost had a national sexuality education program
in schools starting in second grade, as a result of a memorandum of understanding between the
ministries of education, health, youth and sports, under the auspices of the government. All packed
with a curriculum, training for teachers to aim for sustainability, as well as trained peer educators.
Unfortunately, the new leaders have no clue of what happened before their reign and are not
interested in fixing the problem of their country proudly ranking first in the EU in number of
adolescent pregnancies. Moreover, they signed a pact with a religious Coalition for the Family
opposing sexuality education and everything related to reproductive health and rights, except for
abstinence and having sex just to procreate. So, here we are, in 2017, headed back to the dark ages
thousands of women and children were not lucky to survive.

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series • Issue No. 9/ 2017

P a g e | 156
The concept that “…all couples and individuals have the basic right to decide freely and
responsibly the number and spacing of their children and to have the information, education, and
means to do so”— first agreed to at the World Population Conference held in 1974 in Bucharest
— is still an unrealized ideal for many teenagers and women.
History, like memory, is not just an indicator for the past, but also for the present and the
future. That is how we can understand the impact of the demographic policy imposed by the
Romanian communist regime. That is how we can also understand the stigma, the cross Romania
must carry to this day, since it is known as the country with the most terrible films about
abandoned, institutionalized, and handicapped children. The abortion-related decree is the
indicator that Romanian women had no right over their own bodies.
In closing, please allow me to reiterate that deaths and morbidity from clandestine and
dangerous abortion practices remain a serious public health issue in countries where abortion is
illegal and unsafe, just the way it used to be Romania. Writing this today allows me to pay a tribute
to the thousands of women who died or can no longer have children due to the unsafe abortions
they had to have. Let this be a warning for governments regarding the women who are now being
denied their right to reproductive self-determination!
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Mihaela ARSENE
Bucharest University of Economic Studies
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Bucharest, Romania
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This will highlight some personal anecdotes of motherhood in Romania under communism.
If the anecdotes at any point signal the hypocrisy of the system and the inconsistency of its policies,
this is in no way accidental.
The personal experiences to be detailed in this text document the agony of motherhood in
a regime of imposition, inadequate health care, pain, humiliation, and shortages. As such they
sadly resonate with the many-fold experiences that Mihaela Miroiu and Otilia Dragomir brought
to the fore in their volume of 2010 Naşterea. Istorii trăite which spans the interval 1955-2009.
The topic can be productively approached also by men when they choose to research
women’s experiences under the communists and coordinate a comprehensive volume
focusing specifically on the 1970’s and 1980’s: Tovarașe de drum. Experiența feminină în
comunism, with Radu Pavel Gheo and Dan Lungu as editors.
A different type of personal experiences, this time more oblique, is available in
Cartea cu euri by Calin Torsan et al, as the volume highlights the children’s recollections
of motherhood in communism through the experiences forced upon their own mothers
which these suffering mothers distilled and simplified when sharing them with their
children.
The concept of sharing the quintessential personal experience of motherhood finds
a poetic representation in Ioana Nicolae’s Cerul din burtă which adds a contemporary
dimension, unfailingly enhancing - though her poetical gift - the joys and concerns of
Romanian mothers, that is mothers still trapped in an inadequate health care system.
The above works approach birth and motherhood primarily as a personal experience.
Adriana Teodorescu - in her recently published volum Maternitatea in spatiul romanesc.
Mecanisme si reprezentari socio-culturale – chooses to take a dual perspective and investigates it
from an intertwined biological and cultural angle.
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This is the background against which I will now share my relevant experience. By way of
introduction to my personal anecdote, I will mention the length of the maternity leave that the
communist regime allowed in order to promote its pro-natalist programme: 112 days of maternity
leave, all inclusive so to say, that is 112 days to be used before or after the baby was born. Difficult
pregnancies that required the women to be bed-ridden for weeks and months would eat into this 3
month-period, to the prospective mothers’ anxiety. Even with a perfect pregnancy, things were not
easy: as I was counting on the full 112 days to spend with my baby when she was born, I went to
work until the very last day, big and buoyant.
And then the magic day arrived. I had submitted all the official documents in due time to
demonstrate that I qualified for a C-section. C-sections were a topic of endless controversy under
the communists and the authorities discouraged women to resort to the procedure for a number of
economic/economical and ideological reasons.
Economic reasons because the section was costlier than giving birth naturally and the
country’s resources had to be channelled to its economic development and larger-than-life projects,
as all prospective mothers and loyal citizens of the communist state knew only too well. After all,
the second largest building in the world was being raised in Romania at the time my baby was
born. At the same time Romania’s foreign debt was being fully paid, to the infinite pride of the
Romanian communist leader and the pain and horror of the nation that was experiencing severe
food shortages and shortages of all kinds, power cuts, no heating and the like, in order to help pay
the foreign debt.
The ideological reasons against the C-section were that any woman who had a C-section,
will have the subsequent two pregnancies ending in C-sections as well. However, the huge appeal
of the C-section to Romanian women under communism lay in the fact that after 3 C-sections
women would qualify for legal abortions performed in hospitals. To people who did not live
through the communist experiment in this country the lines above may mean little. To women who
reached their reproductive years anytime between 1966 and 1989, the C-section was perceived as
the much-needed lifebelt in a world of ideological imposition, indifference and criminal disregard
of women’s lives.
While to the communist authorities the C-section was harmful in that it put a cap on the
number of children a woman undergoing the procedure could subsequently bring to life for the
nation, to women it was a vision of paradise: a legal medical procedure conducted in hospital, by
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professional people, with the right equipment, and in the right environment. As opposed to having
the procedure at any cost, that is in a horror environment, with improvised equipment, and
conducted by unscrupulous people who would financially thrive on the women’s despair at their
own inability to terminate an unwanted pregnancy. Plus major health hazards and the prospect of
going to jail for undermining the state policy, if reported to the authorities.
Under the circumstances, little surprise that the C-section was any woman’s dream. Mine
included, considering my mother’s 20 illegal abortions that I was aware of, all performed in the
most bizarre circumstances. Therefore my request for the C-section was well documented and
finally granted. I still recall, as I was lying on the operation table and gently sliding into the induced
sleep, how the surgeon who was going to perform the operation was consciensciously telling the
other medical staff involved: “This C-section is being performed because the patient has a severe
eye condition, etc.” Indicative of the overall suspicion and lack of trust besetting the best society
ever built for man.
The literature about the reproductive policies in the Eastern Bloc repeatedly mentions the
state provisions made for encouraging multiple births. What I experienced first hand was very
different, despite the fact that the baby was born in the capital city, in a university clinic ranking
among the best. In retrospect, my interpretation is that the long string of unfortunate events that
accompanied my single ever maternal experience is that in the last years of the communist regime
in Romania the system was imploding as it was being undermined by the corruption that the
chronic shortages of everything, from food to toilette paper to soap and detergent, soon helped to
trigger.
So, the baby was born. Perfect baby, perfect Abgar score: 10. I never saw her in the next 4
days as nobody brought her to me and I could not walk the huge distance - around 400 meters - to
the new born babies’ ward. Since we two met so late, breast feeding was compromised. Although
I was allowed only a few minutes with the baby, according to the hospital regulations, I was still
able to notice she had developed an eye infection. It soon proved the infection was due to poor
hygiene standards on the part of the medical staff. The infection required massive doses of
antibiotics. She was 4 days old and had been a perfect new born. Two days later she caught a cold.
Colds then came with a clogged nose and 6 day-old babies with a clogged nose will not be able to
eat as they would use the mouth to breath. What do you do with a new born who is losing weight
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under medical supervision? You give her a blood transfusion. Which is done with multiple needles
into the scalp. And this is what she went through.
The perfect new born never fully recovered in the state hospital set up by the state that
promoted pro-natalism and offered mothers the best conditions for their children. She was going
from bad to worse, underfed and poorly treated. At the time, mothers with C-section would
commonly be released from hospital any time between day 6 and 10. On day 16, we were still in
hospital enjoying “dedicated” medical care: the baby was still struggling and her hospital-induced
malnourishment turned her into a skinny, painfully frail little girl with a painful look in her eyes
and wrinkled, sagging skin all over her little body.
I was a novice mother in helpless despair. The surgeon himself was so concerned with the
unfortunate developments and with what seemed to be the constantly worsening condition of the
baby that he advised me to take the baby home. Away from the 24 hour dedicated medical care!
The hypocrisy of the system requested me to petition the hospital and to sign a release request in
which I explained that I assume full responsibility for the subsequent developments in my baby’s
condition and that nobody in the hospital was to be held responsible for her unacceptable and
dangerous hospital-induced condition.
The reconstruction work started at home when the baby finally had the attention she had
missed in hospital. I still wonder what the reason for this severely bad start in life was. I may have
looked not grateful and appreciative enough to the nurses who handled the babies, therefore they
chose to neglect my baby, when the communist system guaranteed free health care. Whatever the
reason, to me it was a clear disregard of the rights the communist regime was promoting. What an
almost deadly blow in the face the whole experience turned out to be!
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My personal interest and fascination with Chinese culture has been long and probably
started with Nicolae Milescu’s story turned legend1 that I read as a teenager in the early ‘60s. I
never imagined then that I would be in a position to introduce Chinese language and culture
seminars for my university’s students or that I would myself visit China as a Romanian academic.
And yet this happened, and I have to thank a lot of people for this, but I am thinking mainly of the
many women, both Romanian and Chinese, who helped me on my way to offer our Romanian
students an alternative view on culture, business and development to the standard ones that they
usually get. The following ideas are the result of my two trips to China: one in July, to Beijing and
Shanghai, and the other in December 2017 to Zhuhai and Ghuangzhou.
China is undoubtedly at the centre of interest in today’s media and of the many analyses of
the political and social pundits as well as of the research of academics. And yet in spite of a relative
abundance of information about China relatively little is known about practical, concrete aspects
of China’s people, history, traditions or simply trivia. Most of what is usually found in the public
space are pieces of information that are clearly biased towards the interests of those who launch
and discuss them. At the latest communist party congress2 the new leadership of the party was
Almaş, Dumitru, Neculai Milescu Spătarul. Bucureşti: Editura Tineretului, 1954. Though Milescu went to China as
the head of the expedition sent in 1675 by the Russian Tzar Aleksey Mikhailovich, he is lovingly considered by
Romanians as the first Romanian visitor to Imperial China (Zeană. 2010).
2
The Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) 19th National Congress, held between 18-24 October 2017.
1
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elected with no woman in the Politburo Standing Committee which is the elite group of seven men
who are the most powerful in China. According to Reuters, only one of the 25 members of the new
Politburo is a woman and lower down the hierarchy women represent just 4.9 % of the new Central
Committee, in other words about 10 of the body’s 204 members are women. Comparatively, there
are five women members in the 24-member cabinet of the U.S. President Donald Trump and about
20 % of the U.S. Congress are women as well. In Asia, two out of the 20 members of the newly
elected Japanese cabinet are women and so are the approximately 10 % of the lower house
lawmakers. In Romania, figures are not so easily available. However, a 2016 report made by the
staff of one of the women members of the Romanian Chamber of Deputies, the lower chamber of
the Romanian Parliament, pointed out that there are 9 women in the team of Romania’s president,
meaning that 40% of his 22 counsellors are women. There are 8 women ministers in the Romanian
government (38%), while the Romanian Parliament numbers 61 women (51 in the lower chamber
and 10 in the higher) which means 11% of the total number of MPs.
In China gender issues have always been approached, if at all, in specific ways and are
clearly work in progress. During communism and the Mao era (1949-1976), oppression was turned
into opportunities not only for women, but for a large part of the population. Even if this may have
happened mainly at discourse level. The 1954 constitution of the People’s Republic of China
introduced the necessity for women to have equal rights with men. Consequently, and based on
this provision, Chinese women who represent 49% of the population got to be employed to a
proportion of 46% of the labour force. If in politics, Chinese women, even more like Romanian
ones, are only decoratively represented, in business and the economy they got to the highest
proportion in top management positions than any other western country – according to some
business consultants3.
It was always considered a misfortune to be born a woman in China which tells us a lot
about their roles and positions in life. With some exceptions women had a much harder struggle
in life against social norms and conventions which totally turned them into their husband’s or their
sons’ servants. Even today, in spite of the official discourses, in spite of Mao’s much-cited words
that women “hold up half the sky”, the fight of women to fulfil themselves as human beings has
continued and has been very hard.

3

https://www.laowaicareer.com/blog/women-hold-half-sky-gender-equality-china/
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Cartwright (2017) shows that at least at a theoretical level the contribution of women to the
development of society was admitted in the overarching principle of “yin and yang” with the
underlining that the dominant principle is the male one, while the female principle is related to
soft, fluid, submissive, dark or poor characteristics. Cartwright points out that the status of women
has always been so clearly low and well ingrained in the social fabric that in classical literature
whenever a character was introduced it was by a remark like “unfortunately she was born a
woman” or by stating that her present gender was a punishment for past deeds that she had done
in another life as a man. One powerful explanation for this was that while a newly born boy was
seen as a contributor to the family’s fortune by working and earning money and as a continuator
of the family name, a newly born girl was seen as someone who would leave for another household
and as such representing a diminishing of the family’s capacity for survival. Many girls were
therefore abandoned after birth and those who survived were expected to be submissive and to
embody virtues like faithfulness, modest speech, good manners and industriousness. The most
common names for girls, says Cartwright, were names of flowers or birds or Pearl, Chastity, Thrift
with the clear message that such a name would act as a fulfilled prophesy and as a promise for a
good marriage and as such attract the attention of a good family and their son to make a proposal.
Marriage was, however, a matter of family arrangements very often facilitated by a professional
matchmaker, a very common profession along Chinese history and in Chinese society, with the
bride and the bridegroom very often meeting for the first time on the day of the marriage ceremony.
A very interesting note pointing out the total lack of subservience of women and their being
considered only as a means to economic ends is the fact that if the groom died close to the
ceremony the wedding could continue and the bride join the new family as a widow.
The wedding ceremony as such was usually a display of the wealth and resources of the
groom’s family in which the bride’s family did not participate at all. Dawson (2017, p. 143) rightly
points out that “the rites of marriage symbolised the fact the bride’s body, fertility, domestic
service, and loyalty had been handed over by one family to another.” The bride’s family would
receive betrothal gifts, the value of which depended on the groom’s family wealth and were
negotiated by the matchmaker, and which represented in fact the price for the daughter-in-law.
Dawson underlines that this practice was a “clear indication of her total subservience to her new
family” and points out that a few days after the marriage ceremony the new couple paid a formal
visit to the bride’s former family.
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Divorce was possible, though very difficult, both for men and women. Women’s possibilities for
divorce were much limited to the husband badly mistreating the wife’s family, not herself. While
a man could divorce his wife if, as Cartwright (2017) points out, she did not bear him a son, had
been unfaithful, had not shown filial piety to her husband’s parents, had stolen, had an infectious
disease, was jealous or talked too much. However, if the wife had no family to return to or if she
had gone through the required three years of mourning for her husband’s parents, she could not be
divorced. Cartwright justly underlines that in fact all this meant that for the Chinese divorce was
considered a negative action with undesired consequences for both parties involved.
Widows were not to remarry though among the lower classes this was often disrespected
probably because there were no wealth implications. The social custom was that a widow could
not inherit her husband’s property, so she could not bring anything but herself and her work force
to a new marriage. For the upper classes where property and wealth were to be taken into account
a second marriage of a widow was clearly forbidden.
In general, the life of upper class women was more difficult and restricted in traditional
China than that of the lower classes – especially from the point of view of what we consider today
normal and desirable human rights: the right to movement, to marry and remarry, to decide on
your work or interests, etc. In ancient China, upper class women were more controlled than those
from the lower classes. Cartwright says that they were restricted to the inner chambers of their
family home and their movements were very limited. They did have responsibilities in the
household and those responsibilities included the education of children and the management of the
family finances with constant approval of the husband for the serious decisions.
Across the long history of China, 5,000 years of evidence based on various artefacts and
legends and 3,000 years of written documents4, women’s status was one of oppression no matter
of their social class. As Jacques (2012) states in his seminal book women had been oppressed
during China’s long history and the only improvement in their status started with the Communist
period. It is important to underline that Chinese communism is an organic part of the Chinese
tradition and history – very much unlike in the rest of the world. Jacques (2012, p. 111 - 113)
explains that “the West, with the exception of a brief period during the Second World War, has,
more or less ever since the 1917 October Revolution, regarded Communist regimes as the devil
4

https://www.ancient.eu/china/
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incarnate. As a result, too little attempt has been made to understand them in their historical and
cultural context, to appreciate the continuities with previous history and not just the discontinuities.
(…) There has been a tendency to overlook the powerful lines of continuity between post-1949
China and the dynastic period.” Jacques continues the line of argumentation and correctly
underlines that in order to understand the current state of affairs in China one needs to understand
the whole historical and cultural context and not just reuse ideological clichés and theories that
have been developed in the West to understand Western realities. Jacques quotes various Chinese
historians who in different words give a relatively similar explanation. “A Chinese nation-state
was forged under the leadership of the Communist Party and the guidance of Marxism. However,
it had far more to do with Chinese nationalism, with the reassertion of China’s former glory and
future modernization, than with the universal principles of communism.” [Suisheng Zhao, apud
Jacques, (2012, p. 113)].
In the light of the above considerations it is interesting to note that Mao started several
relevant and long overdue conversations out of which gender equality was one of the good legacies
of communism in China. As in other places, for various reasons that are not relevant for this paper,
communist China introduced quotas and other means to enforce equality and the results had been
paradoxical. If in politics women are only scarcely represented and only up to a certain level, in
business and the economy they are thriving and China has the highest number of women in senior
management in East Asia. Jacques (2012, p. 113) underlines, along with other Western and
Chinese analysts, that the significance of the 1949 Revolution was to open up China for its longdelayed modernization during which, part of the communist values merged with the market
capitalist system to make up a flexible business environment which, among others, offered
paradoxical but still effective conditions for businesswomen to thrive.
Lijia Zhang (2017) gives a personal explanation of the situation in China underlining that
reforms offered opportunities for both men and women, but they had been also the causes for
setbacks in terms of gender equality. She points out that as almost everywhere in the world the
income gap between men and women became larger during the last three decades. “Prostitution
has made a spectacular return and the rich and powerful men once again boast to have ernai — the
modern version of concubines. And female graduates have a much harder time in finding
employment.” And she points out yet again the role of government which has left some of its
responsibilities to the market by underlining that “the market doesn’t always treat women kindly.”

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series • Issue No. 9/ 2017

P a g e | 167
She points out the positive aspects and the hope for improvement as “Chinese women have started
to take the matters into their own hands. They’ve set up NGOs, fighting for women’s rights in
different ways. In recent years, I’ve noticed increased feminist activism.” In her enumeration of
areas in which Chinese women protest one can have a glimpse into a very different society and
another world in which still some of the issues are as universal as ever. “Women have bravely
dressed up in bloodied wedding gowns to protest against domestic violence, shaving off their hair,
silently voicing their anger against the discrimination in university admission standards, or filing
lawsuits against discriminatory employers. Early this year, I marched for a week in central China
with a young feminist friend. She walked all the way from Beijing to Guangzhou 5, in protest
against child sex abuse.”
The Romanian situation is somehow different, and of course we all have our own personal
stories, which we usually consider relevant, but as Marinescu points out irrespective of political
contexts the communist states moulded women and men into gender roles suited to the states’
policies and interests. Whether those interests and the public agenda have met the real needs of
women and men– that is a totally different issue and leads to another discussion far beyond gender
and related issues. And Marinescu concludes her brief study by correctly underlining that in
communism gender representation was used in principle to increase the state and party power and
to legitimate a power discourse which oppressed both genders rather than emancipate. In postcommunist Romania the situation is more fragmented, and a lot of research and date collection are
needed to document what is happening.
Some of the most vivid memories I have from my recent Chinese trips are of the narratives
I listened to from the many women I met. On so many diverse topics, but somehow making up
through words and also through silences a kaleidoscopic picture of the strange and hard life of
women in China and of their incredible strength and fragility, their apparent obedience to social
norms, their adventurous spirit that nowadays finds ways to dream of their constant desire for selfimprovement as human beings. Strange and also familiar to my Romanian eyes.

5

1,885 kilometers according to https://www.distancefromto.net/distance-from-beijing-to-guangzhou-cn
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Book review by Roxana-Elisabeta Marinescu

This collective volume starts from questioning the very definition of the family, an
extremely topical theme nowadays in Romania, and goes on to explore the norms, cultural
meanings, values and practices of this institution from a diachronic and transdisciplinary
perspective. What are the main characteristics of this institution in Romania? Furthermore, to what
extent is it relevant for the recent dynamics of the values and practices regarding democratic
freedom and gender equality? The authors faced three major challenges and also to answered them
in a coherent and unified manner: the diachronic view of the topic and its contextualisation (the
Romanian family space was given precedence); the varied perspectives coming from several
academic fields: sociology, history, social assistance, politics, medicine, and law; and the focus on
gender as a transversal dimension of social life in general and family life in particular.
The analyses included in the book build on already existing research (relying mostly on a
French-speaking bibliography, a welcome addition to English and American bibliographies
usually consulted in Romania) to create a coherent and unified view of the institution of the family
from the 19th century to the present day. Although not an all-encompassing view of all possible
configurations of the family, which obviously varied in time and through historic epochs, the
volume presents a large variety of issues connected to it. More than a synthesis on the topic, the
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book is an invitation to reflect upon it, in order to deconstruct the preconceptions and stereotypes
existing in the public discourse on the family in Romania today.
The volume was coordinated by Dr. Anca Dohotariu from the Faculty of Political Science
of the University of Bucharest, who holds a special interest in transdisciplinary and qualitative
analyses of social and family policies, equal opportunities and the sociology of the family, and
gender as a political and social construct. She has previously coordinated other research projects
on work-life balance within the Romanian Academy, Iaşi, or „Family Policies and Gender Equality
in Eastern and Central Europe. A comparative study Romania-Hungary” (Babeş-Bolyai
University). She also wrote a number of academic articles on the issue of the family, among which
“The unmarried couple in post-communist Romania: a qualitative sociological approach”, The
History of the Family, 20(4), 2015 and one monograph Le couple non marié. Du politique au social
dans le postcommunisme roumain (Iaşi: Institutul European, 2013). All of the above constitute a
guarantee for a serious academic endeavour.
The book chapters include a literature review of the family as a research object (“Familia
ca obiect de studiu - de la abordările epistemologice consacrate la lucrările de specialitate din
România” by Anca Dohotariu); a study on widowhood of women in the first half of the 19th century
in the Romanian provinces (“Asistenţa socială a femeii văduve în Principatele Române în prima
jumătate a secolului al XIX-lea” by Ligia Livadă-Cadeschi); an analysis of the norms and
ideologies regarding the family as the support of the nation in Romania in the 19th century
(“Familia – „molecula” societății și stâlpul națiunii. O incursiune în universul ideologic și normativ
al secolului al XIX-lea românesc” by Ionela Băluță); a view on prostitution and heterosexuality in
the period between the two world wars in Romania (“Prostituție feminină şi heterosexualitate în
România interbelică” by Lucian Dărămuş); a review of social and health surveys and their
description of the family of women workers in urban Romania in the period between the two world
wars (“Emoțiuni mecanice: familia femeii muncitoare din urbanul românesc în anchetele sociale
și sanitare interbelice (1924-1939)” by Alexandra Ghiț); a medical view on eating habits and
family life in the 20th century Romania (“Politicile caloriei: standard de viață, alimentație și
legături de familie în România la jumătatea secolului al XX-lea” by Mara Mărginean); an overview
of the medical discourse on abortion in communist Romania (“„Pentru sănătatea femeii!”:
elemente ale discursului medical asupra întreruperii de sarcină în România comunistă, 1962-1966
by Corina Doboș); and finally a description of property relations between spouses (“Relaţiile
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patrimoniale dintre soţi în România” by Anca Monica Ardeleanu). All these chapters represent a
well-rounded and multiple perspective on the topic.
All in all, Familia în România între social şi politic. O incursiune diacronică
pluridisciplinară is a necessary and relevant book in the present day context in postcommunist
Romania and Eastern Europe, where local traditional understandings of the family seem to clash
with current more flexible and comprehensive redefinitions and reinterpretations of the concept.
Certainly this book brings an important contribution to a better understanding of the Romanian
family/ies since the 19th century up to the present, and to the clarification of their role in forming
the individual and collective identity of society. It is a useful research tool for a diverse academic
public, researchers, students in political science and sociology, as well a good read for the general
public interested in the topic of the family from a gender perspective.
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Book review by Roxana-Elisabeta Marinescu

Women’s Lives around the World is a monumental work, presenting a diversity of women’s
issues with an emphasis on their present-day situation. It includes an overview of women’s private
lives in 150 countries and territories, their education, careers, struggles, achievements and hopes,
organised in four volumes6. Building on previous work7, Women’s Lives around the World refines
the existing research and shows the transformations, accomplishments and setbacks women have
encountered since, in significantly more countries and territories (150 vs. 130 in the 2003
publication).
The way materials are organised, in separate essays geographically, per country, plus
sidebars with details on individual women or relevant topics, facilitates reading, as one can go
back and forth following country specific or topic selections. The authors use a variety of primary
source documents to present major statements, laws or policies regarding women’s issues (such as
UN statements or excerpts from different constitutions), as well as specific events, local or

6

Vol I: Africa and The Middle East; vol. II: The Americas; Vol. III: Asia and the Pacific and Vol. IV: Europe.
The Greenwood Encyclopedia of Women's Issues Worldwide (2003) in six volumes by Lynn Walter, Manisha Desai,
Cheryl Toronto Kalny, Amy Lind, Bahira Sherif-Trask , Aili Mari Tripp, Greenwood Press.
7
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international institutions and ideas. The clear and logical organisation makes chapters very easy to
access, despite the enormous amount of material included.
The perspective is an intersectional transnational feminist one, as the general editor Susan
M. Shaw explains in the Preface: “Drawing from transnational, multicultural, postcolonial, and
queer feminisms, these volumes seek to understand women’s lives from perspectives of privilege,
power and systems of oppression.” (xi) The authors examine the exercise of power in different
contemporary societies nowadays, with a local lens (authors of country chapters were recruited
locally) to depict various feminine identities at the intersection with ethnicity, nationality, race,
social group, class and caste, religion, sexual orientation, ability, etc.
The main selling point of this encyclopedia is that it presents a global perspective, but at
the same time examines in-depth specific local issues – among those, growing wealth inequality
and women’s restricted access to resources, women’s lack of or reduced political representation,
unequal pay and the gender pay gap, the harsh effects of wars and increased immigration on
women, inequalities regarding work-life balance (more free time for men and more unpaid work
for women), increase in domestic violence and violence in general against women, vulnerability
regarding reproductive rights, etc. The effects of colonialism and communism on women are traced
in postcolonialism and postcomunism, respectively. Some examples: Hindu nationalism and the
perceived limited rights of religious minorities in contemporary India or the pronatalist policy in
Romania and its effects nowadays.
The layout is very reader friendly, each entry presents a snapshot of women’s lives in that
specific country or territory; they follow some general subchapters while emphasizing some
country or region-specific issues. These include an overview of women’s lives, the experience of
girls and teens, access to education, employment, family life, involvement in politics, women’s
role in religion and culture. Of course, from the time of writing and publication, details may have
changed in some countries and it has not always been possible to update or re-write some of the
entries. Therefore, a very good idea is the Further Resources section after each entry, offering more
material and engaging the readers in a very up-to-date fashion to do research on their own in topics
of specific personal interest.
The entry on Romania (pp. 270-280, author Roxana-Elisabeta Marinescu) follows the
general framework of Women’s Lives around the World encyclopedia. Thus, it includes the country
overview, with a focus on its communist and postcommunist periods with their past and present
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gender accomplishments and inequalities. The subchapters are Girls and Teens (subtopics are child
abuse and child trafficking for forced labour and sexual exploitation; children left behind as a
consequence of their parents’ emigration, and teenage mothers); Education (primary and
secondary, university and special needs); Health; Employment; Family Life; Politics (including
LGBT rights, sexuality and reproduction, communist pronatalist policies and their aftermath);
Religious and Cultural Roles. The issues specific to Romania are, besides the pronatalist policy
section, the risk of poverty and social exclusion for women and violence against women.
The portrait of Romania coming out of this entry is of a European country, a member of
the EU, with some achievements regarding gender (such as the Law of Equal Opportunities
between Men and Women – 2002 or the one decriminalising homosexuality – 2001, although they
were both adopted under EU pressure in the pre-accession period), and also with many problems
awaiting their solution. For example, Romania ranks first or second in the EU (depending on the
year of the statistics) concerning teenage mothers and among the first regarding the number of
abortions, both a consequence of past communist policies, and also of present lack of political will
to address them in a coherent and definitive manner.
As in the case of other country entries, some of the examples or illustrations present only
a snapshot at the time of writing, and not their resolve (which is still pending even at the time of
writing this book review). Examples include the statement of the former Minister of Labor (July
2016) regarding child trafficking and child prostitution in several state institutions in the country
or the request of a same-sex American-Romanian couple to have their marriage and rights deriving
from that recognized on the territory of Romania.
All in all, Women’s Lives around the World: A Global Encyclopedia is a very important
research instrument and a relevant tool for all institutions, organisations and individuals interested
in the general present situation of women around the world and in very specific and topical aspects
in regional contexts. Also, as the editors express their hope in the Introduction, these volumes
should “inspire critical thinking, conversation, and a desire to know more about the lives of women
around the world”, while also they should “evoke a commitment to work to improve the lives of
women and all marginalized people.” (xix)
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