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On June 20, 2005 participants in the European Union (EU) sponsored project on 

“Enlargement, Gender, and Governance” (EGG) met to share their research findings at a 

Pan-European conference in Prague.  The conference concluded their research on the 

civic involvement, political participation, and representation of women in the following 

ten Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries: Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, 

Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia. To analyze 

women’s role in the governance and politics of their nations constitutes the project’s 

chief objective. Participants also designed their research to explore the impact of 

accession to the EU on the status of women in the individual member nations. Following 

opening remarks, a panel discussion took place in the morning, and workshops met in the 

afternoon. The conference concluded with reports from the workshops, discussion in a 

plenary session, and the rapporteur’s remarks during which participants assessed the 

central challenges and opportunities CEE women face in the future. 

Anna Curdova, from the Government Council for Equal Opportunity between Women 

and Men in the Czech Republic, opened the conference. In her remarks, she highlighted 

both the achievements and the disappointments that women have confronted in CEE 

countries since 1989.  After the collapse of communism, women welcomed the promise 

of equal opportunity that accompanies democratization, but several obstacles continue to 

stand in the way of fulfilling that promise.  While legislation has progressed on some 

issues such as domestic violence and equal pay, much more needs to be done to end 

discrimination in the workplace and ensure that men and women assume equal 

responsibility for child rearing and welfare. National legislatures and supra-national 

organizations have adopted measures to thwart the trafficking of women and children for 
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sexual exploitation, but much more needs to be done to end it.  In part, the negative 

connotations associated with “feminism” have limited the ability to advance many of 

these issues. Smaller political parties such as the Greens have begun to take feminist 

issues seriously, but the major political parties – including social democratic ones – have 

yet to show any serious commitment to achieving gender equality.  The theme of 

Curdova’s opening comments continued to run throughout the conference proceedings: 

The development of public policies since democratization has yielded some gains for 

women, but it has also dashed many of the high hopes of those who expected the 

democratic process to produce gender equality. 

Yvonne Galligan, from Queen’s University Belfast, chaired the morning panel discussion 

on “Gender in an Enlarging Europe.” Paper presenters included Barbara Einhorn from the 

University of Sussex, Kinga Lohmann from the Karat Coalition, and Zita Gurmai, a 

member of the European parliament (MEP) who serves on the committee on women’s 

rights. 

In a paper titled “Citizenship, Civil Society, and Gender Mainstreaming: Contested 

Priorities in an Enlarging Europe,” Einhorn assessed the effectiveness of the three 

strategies that constitute the core of women’s efforts to achieve gender equality. Citizen 

participation, organized pressure groups, and attempts to make gender analysis a routine 

part of the policy making process have failed in significant respects. To a great extent, the 

shift from socialism to neo-liberal individualism (with its emphasis on economic 

restructuring) has served to limit the success of these strategies. Equal opportunity for 

citizen participation is not a gender-neutral process, and it fails to produce gender 

equality in representation. Increasing the participation of women and strengthening their 

influence as citizens require a gender specific approach, including the use of quotas. 

Moreover, civil society is not gender neutral. Neo-liberal restructuring has forced the 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that deal with women’s issues to pick up the 

functions the welfare state used to perform. (Einhorn quoted one Hungarian activist who 

expressed her disappointment upon discovering this “civil society trap” – 
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“We dreamed of civil society. What we got were NGOs.”) Add to this trap what Einhorn 

calls the “civil society gap,” and the daunting challenge of gaining access to power 

structures becomes apparent. Furthermore, gender analysis did not play a role in 

determining the accession of nations to the EU, and even now gender mainstreaming 

requires conceptual clarification and more clearly defined purpose in order to become 

central to the EU’s policy making process. Finally, it is unclear whether the EU can 

strengthen rights at the nation-state level while the nation-state remains the primary arena 

for access and influence – and for as long as neo-liberal priorities prevail. 

Kinga Lohmann then examined “The Impact of Enlargement on Women’s Civic 

Participation in CEE.”  Once again, the results of accession appear to be mixed. On the 

one hand, enlargement has created new political divisions – between women in nations 

included now and those in nations that anticipate accession in the future. On the other 

hand, as EU membership becomes a priority for governments, it has produced some 

positive consequences for women throughout CEE. Application for membership, 

Lohmann argues, has forced governments to pay more attention to women’s 

organizations, which have increasingly been allowed to play a consultative role. Like 

other participants, Lohmann concluded by noting the pros and cons of NGOs as tools of 

participation. 

In her paper on “Quota Systems in the Enlarged Europe,” Zita Gurmai compared the 

EU’s long tradition of gender equality (at least in principle) with the neglect of the issue 

throughout most of CEE. She described several cases of women struggling to assert 

themselves and trying to capture the agenda at the national and supranational levels, 

while she recounted her own personal experiences as an MEP from Hungary. Gurmai 

acknowledged that public opinion across CEE continues to oppose the introduction of 

quotas, because they failed to change the status of women when in use under 

communism.  Yet Sweden might provide a model for other countries – a nation where the 

use of quotas has ensured gender equality in government with significant policy results.  

Sweden’s parental leave policy serves as a case in point, while it also highlights the need 

for men and women to share equally their domestic responsibilities. In conclusion, 
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Gurmai emphasized the need for cross-national cooperation to promote change at both 

the national and supranational levels. 

When the presentations concluded, Marina Calloni from the University of Milano-

Biccoca commented on the papers, emphasizing the value of cross-national networks and 

the need for quotas. A general discussion followed about what should constitute top 

priorities, including a lively debate about the pros and cons of quotas. In the afternoon, 

three workshops took place simultaneously, and each focused on a particular strategy 

designed to enhance the status and influence of women.  

The workshop on “Women’s Political Participation in CEE” included the following 

presenters: Eva Bahovec from the University of Ljubljana, Sandra Bitusikova from Matej 

Bel University, Ausma Cimdina from University of Latvia, and Meilute Taljunaite from 

Mykolas Romeris University. Marina Calloni chaired the workshop, and Sonja Lokar 

from the CEE Network for Gender Issues served as discussant.  

In her presentation on “Analysing female visibility in political institutions Eva Bahovec 

(University of Ljubljana) argued that the language of political discourse has become more 

gendered but based on prejudices. Indeed, statistics show the decreasing number of 

elected women in institutional politics and the declining influence in political parties. At 

the same time in recent election campaigns, media have employed female “beauty” as a 

means for political propaganda. Beauty seems to have become more important than 

individual skills. This post-modern and at the same time neo-traditional trend seems to be 

a recent phenomena in former socialist countries. The representation of women pictured 

by the media is thus regressive in respect to the effective responsibilities they have in 

civil society. The new forms of visibility through which women are represented by media 

indicate at the same time their invisibility in political domain, where decisions of public 

concern are taken. 

The issue about the dialectic of visibility and invisibility of women was also at the centre 

of Alexandra Bitušíkova’s (Matej Bel University) presentation, entitled “(In)visible 

women in political and civic life in Slovakia”. Bitušíkova started her argumentation 

demonstrating an increasing discrepancy between the numbers of women active and 
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represented in municipal politics and local organizations (in particular in NGO’s and 

trade unions) and a lower presence of women in top positions both in political parties and 

the parliament. This trend – confirmed by statistics and qualitative interviews - indicates 

two different phenomena: a) the tendency to a differentiation between “low” and “high” 

politics, and b) the electors’ preference to vote women candidates in local contexts 

because they seem to be more reliable and sensitive towards the concrete issues of daily 

life. Yet this differentiation is very problematic because it shows both the predisposition 

to marginalise women from political decision making at national and EU levels, and the 

inclination to reintroduce gender stereotypes. 

The boundaries that women still have in the political domain have thus become more 

visible with the decreasing of their presence. This is also the experience of women in 

Latvia. In her presentation on “Political culture and the barriers to women’s participation 

in Latvia”, Ausma Cimdiņa (University of Latvia) put the question why women are not 

adequately represented in the government and parliament. Cimdiņa argued that women in 

politics are still perceived as an exception, despite the fact that the President of the 

Republic is a woman, Vaira Vike-Freiberg. This situation is due to societal prejudices 

about the different roles that women and men have both in the public arena and in the 

private sphere. Yet this conviction affects also women’s self-perception and limits their 

potentialities. Research has shown that politics is still conceived as a male activity. In a 

recent survey, 70% of the interviewed people agreed with the statement that the man is 

the head of the family, while the woman’s function is to care for its members. In addition, 

the radical restructuring of society in a post-socialist era has caused a generalised socio-

economic crisis, so that women prefer more secure and permanent jobs which are not as 

risky and unstable as a job in politics is.  

In her comment to the presentations, on the background of her experience as a MP, Sonja 

Lokar (leader of the CEE Network for Gender issues and chair of the Stability Pact 

Gender Task Force) argued that de facto women were invisible during communism. Later 

they became visible but also conceived as victims of the new situation due to the radical 

changes in the labour market, family and societal values, which affected genre relations 

and the employment of women at workplace. Yet women have not yet become visible as 
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influent politicians or powerful people. Their visibility has been stereotyped in form of 

women in carrier or objectified, following the models of neo-liberal societies. A lack of a 

common strategy in gender issues is thus evident. One of the effects is that women have 

become more active in civil society (which did not exist as such during socialism when 

the public space was monopolized by a centralized political party) but less represented in 

politics and not yet really visible in top positions. Lokar’s comments were followed by an 

interesting and stimulating discussion which put in evidence that the phenomena of the 

invisibility of women in top positions is a common problem in all CEE countries. 

A second workshop that focused on “Feminist Mobilization” included the following 

presenters: Georgeta Ghebrea from the University of Bucharest, Hana Haskova from the 

Academy of Sciences – Czech Republic, Malgorzata Fuszara from the University of 

Warsaw, and Nelly Videva from the University of Sofia. Patricia Sykes from American 

University in Washington DC chaired the workshop, and Sevetlana Kupryashkina-McGill 

from the Ukrainian European Women’s Initiative served as discussant.  

Presentations on feminist mobilization revealed a wide range of experiences and 

tremendous diversity among CEE countries. On a spectrum from most to least successful, 

Bulgaria would fall at one end with its women’s groups having achieved the greatest 

influence. Romania would appear at the opposite end - a country where, according to 

Ghebrea, the individualism that has taken root accounts for the paucity and weakness of 

women's organizations. With a large number of organizations and substantial diversity 

among women’s groups, Poland and the Czech Republic fall between the extremes of 

Bulgaria and Romania.  

Despite the variations among these countries, some striking similarities also exist.  In all 

these countries, membership in the EU produced funding for women’s groups. At the 

same time, however, as Haskova emphasized, EU funding has altered the goals and 

agendas of women’s organizations as they have been forced to adopt those priorities that 

the EU would endorse. Moreover, in most countries the diversity of women’s groups has 

increased, but diversity can foster fragmentation and permit the political elite to favor 

some NGOs over other groups, as Fuszara pointed out. Finally, organizations have 
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increased their ability to respond to specific policies, events, and issues as Videva’s paper 

showed – but in this regard mobilization proves to be reactive rather than proactive, and 

the ability to set the agenda remains limited. As the discussant, Kupryashkina-McGill 

asked insightful questions that helped to highlight the common opportunities and 

challenges for women’s groups.  Once again, their experiences point to mixed results for 

women’s mobilization after the CEE countries’ democratization and accession to the EU. 

A third workshop assessed the challenges and opportunities associated with 

“Implementing Gender Mainstreaming,” and included the following participants: Eva 

Eberhardt from Queen’s University Belfast, Anu Laas from the University of Tartu, Sara 

Clavero from Queen’s University Belfast and Yvonne Galligan. Galligan also chaired the 

workshop, and Fiona Beveridge from the University of Liverpool served as discussant.  

The workshop focused on three topics: the state of gender mainstreaming in Hungary 

(Eberhardt), elite attitudes towards gender mainstreaming in Estonia (Laas), and the 

trafficking in women and girls across the ten CEE countries of the EGG project (Clavero 

and Galligan). 

Both the Hungarian paper and the Estonian study showed how the legacy of socialism 

continues to shape perceptions of gender equality. The level of de jure equality under 

communism has created the impression that gender equality has been achieved, and that it 

is no longer a relevant policy issue. This view prevails among senior policy makers in 

both countries, and as attitudinal surveys in Estonia show, public support for gender 

equality is also quite low. National and local leaders in both countries reflect this public 

view, and few are willing to recognize gender inequality as a problem. Hungarian law 

frames its equal treatment directive as a single equality act, which applies equally to 

women and men, the Roma community, those with disabilities, and others. The focus of 

policy delivery is primarily on the Roma community, not on women. Estonia has a 

gender equality law, but it is a relatively weak piece of legislation.  In both countries, to 

advance gender mainstreaming, feminists must first face the serious challenge of placing 

gender equality on the political and policy agendas. 
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The comparative paper on trafficking of women and girls examined the implementation 

of the UN Palermo Protocol in CEE. Only two countries – Bulgaria and Romania - have 

developed an integrated law that addresses the social aspects of this issue along with the 

criminal dimension. The remaining CEE countries have focused on addressing this policy 

issue through amendments or reforms of the criminal code. In summary, policy on 

trafficking has failed to adopt a gender-sensitive approach. The framing of anti-

trafficking measures has neglected women’s specific interests and excluded their NGOs. 

As a case study, trafficking highlights the distinctly political character of efforts to secure 

gender equality and implement gender mainstreaming. 

In the discussion, Beveridge noted that the diversity of participant states raises interesting 

questions about the role that international institutions can play in putting gender 

mainstreaming on the national agenda. While the EU promotes gender mainstreaming, 

individual nation states vary in their domestic capacity to cope with the demands of 

gender mainstreaming. For instance, if no political support for gender mainstreaming 

exists at the domestic level (as in Hungary and Estonia), then where will it come from? 

Can external actors and/or market-led changes influence bureaucratic values? In the case 

of trafficking, no consensus has emerged among the 25 member states about how to 

conceptualize the issue – posing a serious challenge for policy makers and researchers 

alike. For the older 15 EU members, it is a security and migration policy question; for 

new member states it seems to be predominantly a criminal question. How to 

conceptualize gender mainstreaming – a question that Einhorn raised at the start of the 

conference – reemerged at the conclusion of this workshop. 

Following reports from the workshops, a discussion in the final plenary session focused 

on the challenges that remain and the specific policy recommendations generated by the 

EGG project. Participants in the project from each country offered their suggestions and 

responded to questions from members of the general public, activists, policy makers, and 

politicians. In addition to searching for concrete recommendations, members of the 

audience encouraged the project’s participants to move beyond their country specific 

research and generalize about the obstacles and the opportunities women have 

experienced across CEE nations. 



 9

 

In her closing remarks as the rapporteur, Sykes suggested an even more expansive cross-

national framework – one that includes democracies both young and old. The experience 

of women in the young democracies of CEE teaches some significant lessons about 

democracy in general. One lesson is as old as democracy itself: namely, that the 

democratic process fails to guarantee democratic outcomes. In the case of CEE nations, 

the transition from communism to democracy reduced the representation of women.  For 

this reason, throughout history democratic theorists and institutional architects have 

employed non-democratic means to achieve democratic goals. Women who advocate the 

use of quotas differ very little from the men in earlier ages who designed constitutions 

that depart from pure democracy in order to protect their rights.   

The women of CEE teach us another lesson – one that is only as old as the study of 

gender politics: namely, that liberal democracy is not gender neutral. Instead, both its 

ideology and its institutions are masculinist (the opposite of feminist). By almost any 

definition, liberal democracy promotes the protection of individual rights, but the 

individual is disembodied – neither woman nor man. Under the guise of equal 

opportunity, liberal democracy overlooks gender differences, and by doing so, it places 

women at a disadvantage and often limits their opportunities. Moreover, the institutions 

of liberal democracy – especially in adversarial Anglo-American systems – encourage 

and reward masculinist values and behavior. As a consequence, the chance of women 

changing the system (rather than being changed by it) seems remote. (And the success of 

Iron Ladies should surprise no one). Finally, even our time in history is gender-specific. 

Fiscal conservatism limits new programs and policies for women, while women (in the 

“private” sphere) carry more than their share of public responsibility.  In conclusion, the 

experience of women in the young democracies of CEE can reveal lessons about gender 

politics that the older democracies have managed to conceal beneath layers of history. 

Their experience and the EGG research project highlight the need to view all liberal 

democracies through a gender lens as we strive to achieve equality and equity for all 

women and men. 


