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Is Slovakia in a post-feminist era?
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After I arrived in Bratislava in August of 2018, I could not help but notice how
women so vibrantly displayed feminine aesthetics. Whether shopping at the mall,
walking through the streets of Staré Mesto, or on their way to work, the women
of Bratislava sported stylish dresses, high heels, and flawless make-up. In
contrast, I remember feeling underdressed in public in my fashionably ripped
jeans, boots, and a t-shirt.
This made me question why it is that so many young women in Bratislava
seemed to accentuate their femininity with such pride. Is this because Slovakia
lacks a robust feminist movement? Or is it more profound than that, is this a
show of freedom on the part of young women – a representation of a world that
their mothers and grandmothers could not have enjoyed under the communist
regime? Is this demonstration of femininity anti-feminist, feminist in the
sense that the young women are exercising their autonomy to dress as they
please, or perhaps Slovakia has transitioned to a post-feminist era?
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The cultural theorist Angela McRobbie posits in her book The Aftermath of
Feminism, that in the West today “the idea of feminist content [has] disappeared
and was replaced by aggressive individualism, by a hedonistic female
phallicism in the field of sexuality and by obsession with consumer
culture.”1
This is what she calls a “post-feminist” world, a world in which young women
are taught that they do not need feminism because they can make their own
choices and chart their own paths. This unbridled individualism is intricately
connected to a consumer culture in which women are told that they make their
own economic choices, but in reality, these acts serve to maintain the patriarchal
capitalist structure which characterizes the post-feminist era.
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McRobbie argues that something entirely unexpected has happened.

“Elements of feminism have been taken into account, and
have been absolutely incorporated into political and
institutional life. Drawing on a vocabulary that includes
words like ’empowerment’ and ‘choice,’ these elements are
then converted into a much more individualistic discourse,
and they are deployed in this new guise, particularly in
media and popular culture, but also by agencies of the
state, as a kind of substitute for feminism. These new and
seemingly ‘modern’ ideas about women and especially
young women are then disseminated more aggressively,
so as to ensure that a new women’s movement will not reemerge. ‘Feminism,’ is instrumentalized, it is brought
forward and claimed by Western governments, as a
signal to the rest of the world that this is a vital part of
what freedom now means. Freedom is revitalized and
brought up to date with this faux-feminism. The
boundaries between the West and the rest can, as a result,
be more specifically coded in terms of gender, and the
granting of sexual freedoms.”
While McRobbie’s book focuses mainly on the experiences of women in Great
Britain and the United States, I wonder does this concept apply to Slovakia and
Central Eastern Europe more generally 30 years after the political and
economic transitions?
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Feminist Mobilizations
In some ways, this post-feminist era can be attributed to a decline in feminist
mobilizations and the belief that equality has been achieved. Across the U.S. and
Western Europe in recent decades there has been a decline in the feminist
mobilizations which challenged the structures in which we live, accompanied by
an acceptance of liberal, individualist principles.
The feminist mobilizations of the ‘60s and ‘70s in the U.S. and Western Europe
challenged not only societies’ patriarchal stereotypes but also the way in which
the modern capitalist economic system disadvantaged women.
In the U.S., for example, the Women’s Liberation Movement produced radical
feminists that challenged the intersection of free-market capitalism and
patriarchy as evidenced by the proliferation of the prostitution and
pornography industries2.
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In Germany, during this same time, feminist activists separated themselves from
the politics of the left and created women-only groups which pushed for
participatory democracy3. In these groups, women sought autonomy from state
policies in order to make their own life decisions about family and motherhood.
One of the most important outcomes of this feminist activism was the idea that
“the personal is political.”
As one Slovak activist conveyed to me, the concept that “the personal is political,”
which has been a mainstay of Western feminism, never resonated in Slovakia
because the personal is not political here, historically speaking. In fact, the
personal (the home life) was the refuge from the political. Whereas, the home
may be a place of violence in the west, in the east, it was also the place to escape
the violence of the state, and in this realm women were the main power
holders.
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The Personal is not Political Here
Nevertheless, this moment of activism which called into question the benefits of a
liberal democratic and capitalist system for women never took place in central
and eastern Europe.
While there was a slight thaw and increased liberalization across some of Central
Eastern Europe, including Czechoslovakia in the 1960s, no mass mobilizations in
the name of women’s liberation occurred. The women’s organizations that did
exist operated as part of the larger communist party apparatus.
Following the transition process in the early 1990s, many women throughout
central and eastern Europe did not identify with feminism, and the
movement remained very weak. Some scholars claim this is because feminism
was associated with leftist ideologies and people at the time rejected everything
associated with communism. Others argue that women wanted the freedom to
return to the home and private sphere of life, given that they were forced to work
outside the home under the communist regime4.
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Can Slovakia be post-feminist?
But most importantly the idea that “the personal is political” never resonated.
How then can Slovakia be post-feminist if there was never a period of feminist
mobilization in the first place? It is possible that in Slovakia, and Central Eastern
Europe more generally, women are living in a post-feminist era which is
constructed by their interaction with Western culture.
This interaction encourages the incorporation of feminist ideas into popular
culture in order to appeal to liberal values. However, incorporating feminist
conceptions into popular culture gives the impression that feminism is not
needed and gender equality has already been achieved or at least is taken
seriously by popular media.

MUŽI

NÁSILIE

TYPY NÁSILNÝCH MUŽOV
PODĽA PAT CRAVEN: PÁN
DOMU
FEMINIST.FYI, 5. SEPTEMBRA 2019

Pán domu nás prinúti robiť
všetky domáce práce.
$ 0 Comments

Čítaj viac %

MUŽI

NÁSILIE

TELO

TYPY NÁSILNÝCH MUŽOV
PODĽA PAT CRAVEN:
SEXUÁLNY OTROKÁR
FEMINIST.FYI, 21. AUGUSTA 2019

Sexuálny otrokár nás ovláda
pomocou sexu.

One example of how feminist ideas are incorporated into popular culture
includes Nike’s most recent ad released in the U.S. in February of this year
entitled “Dream Crazier.”

Čítaj viac %

$ 0 Comments

This ad draws on feminist principles of women’s equality in sports and attempts
to reappropriate the concept of women as crazy. However, the goal of the ad is to
appeal to a female market in order to sell more athletic clothing.
In Slovakia, the French automobile company, Citroën recently ran an ad
congratulating women for being good drivers compared to men. This
congratulations was set against a pink background with the intent of tapping in
the market of female drivers.
Depictions of feminist ideas in popular culture, such as these, constitute the postfeminist era in which feminist activism is taken up through popular media rather
than political action. Instead critical examination of what this system provides
for women is required, especially as governments across central and eastern
Europe are becoming increasingly more conservative and hostile to women’s
rights.

Democracy and Capitalism = Freedom
Why should we gaze with a critical eye on the much beloved democratic system?
And why should we question women’s role in a capitalist structure that is
supposed to be based on merit? In central and eastern Europe, democratization
and the transition to a market-based economy did not necessarily bring
liberation for women.
In Poland shortly after the transition, women’s reproductive rights were
revoked as the Catholic Church was reinstated as a powerful political force. All
across central and eastern Europe, women were the first to be pushed out of the
labor force, as companies were restructured or shut-down by foreign investors
and women saw their subsidized childcare and benefits taken away, which drove
them out of school or work and back into the home.
Further east in Ukraine and Russia the transition brought with it massive
corruption and a breakdown of the rule of law which allowed the prostitution
and pornography industries to flourish, which continues to fuel the traffic in
women and girls today. And in the former Yugoslavia, the turmoil of the
transition period contributed to the resurgence of ethnic tensions which
ultimately led to a war in which the rape of women and girls was used as a
military weapon.
Many scholars believed at the time, that while it was unfortunate that women
were suffering in these ways, that much of this suffering was a product of the
political and economic transitions. After democratic governance was
consolidated and a free market system fully instituted, these problems
would go away5.
In contrast, what we see today is that there is a lack of state policies in central
and eastern Europe to address violence against women. For example, a recent
study by Amnesty International found that Czechia and Slovakia are among the
European countries that still do not recognize non-consensual sex as rape in
their legal codes6.
Additionally, throughout my time in central and eastern Europe many activists
have recounted their shock at reading the results of a recent survey which stated
that the majority of Czech men and women believe that a woman is usually
responsible if raped7. Activists cited these studies as a sign of how stereotypes
regarding men and women are ingrained in society.
Additionally, women’s reproductive freedoms are under attack, constituting the
current backlash against women’s rights. Moreover, there is backsliding by
Central Eastern European states in the enforcement of human rights more
generally, and even a Central Eastern European state that is employing
democratic procedures to create an “illiberal democracy”8.
This is certainly not to say that democracy is bad for women, it’s the best system
we have for making change, and it ensures that any bad choices on our part as a
collective will not haunt us for too long before we get to make a different choice.
In addition, capitalism can provide many freedoms when it’s not overlaid on an
existing patriarchal system. However, this is to say that the systems in which we
live cannot simply be accepted as is, rather they require constant evaluation to
make sure that they continue to meet our needs.

From Post-feminist to Feminist
Maybe the presence of the unquestioning woman, in any part of the developed
world today represents a reinstitutionalization of the patriarchal form. Not
necessarily of traditional patriarchy, but as a way of re-establishing a form of
patriarchy in a region in which the transition process disrupted the patriarchal
structure. That is, in bringing about freedom and choice, the transition paved the
way for patriarchy to be re-instituted, with the help of conservatives and
religious leaders and organizations.
Today there is a new form of patriarchal conservatism, a post-feminist one, in
which the establishment of “choice” and “freedom”, allows for a feminist
movement to be skipped over entirely. In the U.S. too, there has been a steady
decline in feminist mobilizations since the late 1980s leading to the current postfeminist era, in which it is believed that women are not structurally hindered
in their individual goals9.
McRobbie concludes, “thus the new female subject is, despite her freedom,
called upon to be silent, to withhold critique in order to count as a modern
sophisticated girl. Indeed this withholding of critique is a condition of her
freedom.” Let’s not allow our generation of women, whether in the U.S. or
Slovakia, to concede to becoming unquestioning female subjects.
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