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Czech women
1n transition

Despite a contracting economy from 1989 to 1991,
labor force participation of Czech women remains high;

earnings needs, a high divorce rate,

and a growing proportion of families headed by women
explain the very modest decline in women’s participation

uring the two decades of its independence
(1918-38), the Republic of Czechoslo-
vakia was a liberal democracy and had
an industrialized economy (particularly in the
section that now constitutes the Czech Repub-
lic) roughly on a par with those of Western Eu-
ropean countries. While by no means equal to
that of men, the status of Czech woinen was bet-
ter than in most other advanced industrialized
countries at the time.! Women constituted about
one-third of the labor force, they had the right to
vote and the right to be elected to public office,
and they were politically very active. The notion
of special protection for women had been quickly
rejected,” and there was a spirited feminist move-
ment. But the liberal democratic Czechoslovak Re-
public came to an abrupt end at Munich in 1938.
After the Nazi occupation and World War 11,
the Communists received a plurality in the 1946
election and took over the government in 1948.
Through the subsequent 40 years of Communist
domination, women made further progress in
some respects. Their legal and political status
was, at least formally, equal to that of men. More
women received higher degrees, particularly in
previously male-dominated fields,? and their la-
bor force participation rose dramatically, so that
by 1989, women made up 47 percent of the la-
bor force.* Further, women’s representation in
some nontraditional fields, such as scientific re-
search and the construction industry, increased
substantially.’ There is even some evidence that
women received greater respect and shared power
more equally within the family.®
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Progress, however, was very uneven and was
tainted by its association with an ideology that
was eventually to be despised by the vast major-
ity of the people. Also, the price of this progress
was high, and the gains made came to be viewed
not as accomplishments, but as “forced emanci-
pation.” Now, with the downfall of communism,
women may be willing to relinquish many of the
gains they have made and return to 2 more tradi-
tional rote.

Women’s roles under communism

The founding fathers of communism advocated
that women should share, as much as possible, in
what was, under capitalism, a man’s world. In an
economy with more or less constant labor short-
ages, no conflict arose between this goal and fur-
thering the interests of the Communist party.
Hence, women were welcomed into the labor
force. Nonetheless, the revolution in women’s
roles envisioned by the party remained incom-
plete. The main obstacle to the achievement of
true equality was the failure on the part of party
leaders to recognize that it could not be attained
by women sharing in the world of men, without
men sharing in the world of women. That Com-
munist leaders viewed household work as mind-
shriveling drudgery and “domestic slavery [that]
crushes, strangles, stultifies, and degrades™” was
certainly no spur to entering that world.

The issue was all the more urgent because al-
most no part-time jobs were available, so that
virtually all employed women worked full time.?




Also, there were few of the household appliances
and little of the convenience shopping that were
increasingly taken for granted in wealthy mar-
ket economies. The Communist solution to this
dilemma was to advocate the socialization of
housework. Unfortunately, serious difficulties
stood in the way of realizing this solution.

First, not all household obligations can be del-
egated. Someone must be in charge, decide on
the budget, purchase goods, supervise the provi-
sion of services, and take care of the emergen-
cies that inevitably arise. These would be ex-
pected to remain women’s responsibilities. Sec-
ond, to the extent that housework wounld be
socialized, someone in the public sector would
have to wipe children’s noses, launder their dia-
pers, tend to the infirm, wash the dishes, make the
beds, and peel the potatoes. It turned out that men
were no more anxious to do such work for low pay
than they had been te do it at home for free.

Third, and perhaps most important, the social-
ization of housework required a substantial in-
vestment in the service sector of the economy.
Although there was an increase in maternity ben-
efits and day care for children aged 3 to 5 years®
in the Soviet countries from the mid-196(’s on,
when these countries became concerned about
their low birthrates, in general, very low priority
was assigned to expenditures that would reduce
housework. These expenditures were always
postponed, so that more urgent problems could
be solved first, 10

The picture that emerges is all of a piece: offi-
cially, communism espoused equality for women
in the labor market and in society, but in prac-
tice, it virtually ignored the fact that their role in
the household often made this equality meaning-
Jess.!! The failure to emphasize, or even consider,
the role of men in the household became all the
more important when concern with the low birth-
rate came to the fore. All the provisions to encour-
age and facilitate child rearing focused exclusively
on the role of the mother. The fact that special privi-
leges for mothers put women at a disadvantage in
the labor market, particularly in achieving respon-
sible, higher level positions, was ignored.

The end result was that women in Czechoslo-
vakia were overworked and experienced stress
because of conflicts among their jobs, their po-
tential participation in political affairs, and their
family obligations. For the most part, they mini-
mized these conflicts by remaining in low-level
jobs—often in poorly paid, traditionally female
occupations—and by not taking part in political
affairs, while continuing to have few children.!2
Not surprisingly, considerable vertical as well as
occupational segregation existed in the labor
market,!? and a substantial earnings gap of about
30 percent persisted between men and women.

By the time the end came in 1989, women
appeared to have been thoroughly disillusioned
with the political process and ready to reject the
whole notion of equality and econemic independ-
ence as part of a failed experiment of the Com-
munist regime.!* Ironically, however, one part of
the old ideology they did not reject was the nega-
tive view of Western feminism, which had been
condemned as reactionary, especially after
1968.15 As a result, many women are ready to
“throw out the baby with the bath water.”

The “sandpaper” transition!®

While there was much jubilation and good feel-
ing during the “velvet revolution of 1989.” to-
day a good deal of bitterness and cynicism per-
meate the thinking and writing in the country in
general and on women’s issues in particular. The
emancipation of women and their mass partici-
pation in the labor market are viewed as having
been decided by the State, without any involve-
ment by women themselves, At the same time,
their formal equality is viewed as having been
motivated by the needs of the economy, not by a
genuine desire to improve the lot of women.!”
As one commentator put it, these considerations
“are not presently seen as top priority concerns
by most people.’1?

Similarly, many women suspect that expecta-
tions of rising unemployment are likely to moti-
vate those who now want them to go back into
the home. Even so, they often appear to be will-
ing to accept the antifeminist ideology of these
advocates of women’s traditional role.'” In the
1990 election campaign, “representatives of all
political parties agreed that a way should be
found for women to care for their small children
at home.”?

The Movement for the Equal Status of Women
in Bohemia and Moravia, the successor to the
officially sponsored Czech Union of Women, was
tainted by its affiliation with the former Com-
munist regime. It did not even last through its
first year. Nor have women’s organizations
founded after 1989 attracted much support. Fur-
ther, most members of women's organizations
deny that they are feminists and emphasize the
need to recognize women’s distinctive features.?!

In general, feminist concerns are getting little
attention and less sympathy. No doubt, this is in
part because they are currently overshadowed by
such urgent concerns as the breakup of the coun-
try in January of 1993, the rising cost of living,
the decline in real wages,? and serious wide-
spread poltution. QOther contributing factors are
hostility on the part of conservatives and, as noted
above, the lingering effects of Communist prop-
aganda against “elitist bourgeois feminism.”
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It is not uncommon to find unquestioning ac-
ceptance of unproven, tired charges blaming all
the evils of the world on the high employment
rate of women. Among these is the charge of
having fostered the “underdevelopment of emo-
tional, moral and ethical relations among chil-
dren and adults alike.”>® Women’s responsibil-
ity for homemaking is accepted equally unques-
tioningly, even by critics who point out that such
acceptance makes de jure equality meaningless
in practice.* Consequently, there is a great deal of
agreement that women’s labor force participation
has been too high in Czechoslovakia.”

At the same time, concern about the family is
growing. Undoubtedly, this helps explain why
maternity allowances were extended in 1990 to
either parent who stays home to look after a child
under 3 years of age or to tend to a sick child.
The allowance, however, is a flat sum of about
one-third the average wage for women, so thai
very few fathers can afford to avail themselves
of these opportunities. Nonetheless, there may
be some increase in the participation of fathers
in such activities as shopping and picking up
children at day care centers.”®

Meanwhile, subsidies to day care for children
3 years and older are being cut drastically as a
result of pressures to reduce cormparatively high
welfare expenditures 7 and many of the very at-
tractive Uuuuiﬁgs in which all- uay kindergartens
have been housed are being privatized. Unlike
nurseries for younger children, which were
viewed askance, these facilities were used almost
universally and were very popular.® They will
be sorely missed, all the more so because enter-
prises struggling to stay alive in the marketplace
tend to shed workplace nurseries and créches as
unnecessary frills in an attempt to cut costs.??

Outlook

In view of the rejection of feminism, the nega-
tive attitudes toward women’s employment, and
the reduction in support for child care, one might
expect a significant decline in women’s labor
force participation in the post-Communist Czech
Republic. Nevertheless, “for most women their jobs
and work outside the household have become a per-
sonal value,® and pent-up demand for consumer
goods, which had been in short supply for so long,
is also likely to keep women in the labor force.
So far, women’s labor force participation ap-
pears to have declined only modestly.?! While it

Footnotes

must be assumed that an 8-percent drop in over-
all employment between 1989 and 199132 was
probably disproportionately higher among
women, it is also reported that the decline was
almost certainly overestimated, as a result of a
failure to record the employment of many people
in small private enterprises and in the informal
economy.>> The obvious explanation why so many
women nonetheless remain in the labor force is
threefold: the need for earnings under conditions
of declining real income, a high divorce rate, and
a growing proportion of families headed by
women.>* Also, the service sectot, where women
predomjnate appears to be expanding in the de-
veloping market economy, thus providing oppor-
tunities for jobs, including part-time jobs, which
have been scarce. Further, foreign language
skills, more common among women than men,
are increasingly in demand.

Siill, it is widely anticipated that sharp declines
in employment opportunities will greatly in-
crease the number of female discouraged work-
ers and eventually lead to their departure from
the labor force.>® Unemployment in the Czech
Repubiic, however, appears to remain relatively
modest, compared with that in most European
countries, East or West. Even before the division
of the country, the rate declined from 6.2 per-
cent for men and 6.8 percent for women during
the first quarter of 1992 to 4.8 percent for men
and 5.4 percent for women in the first quarter of
1993,36 and there is general agreement that un-
employment is considerably worse in Slovakia
than in the Czech Republic.

Thus, we encounter another irony: while in
many ways bearing the brunt of privatization,
women also appear to be saved by economic cir-
cumstances from rashly overreacting to “forced
emancipation” and rejecting all the advances they
have made. As long as their high level of educa-
tion is not substantially reduced,?” and they main-
tain their labor force participation, women are,
after all, not likely to willingly exchange a dic-
tatorial political regime for a traditional patriar-
chy. Instead, they may be expected to participate
in the progress—albeit slow and unsteady—of
wormen in much of the rest of the world. This is all
the more true because a few voices*® are already
urging openmindedness toward the Western femi-
nist movement and pointing out the risks of heed-
less abandonment of all of the programs introduced
in Czechoslovakia during the last 40 years. (]
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