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1

After Socialism

THE UNEXPECTED collapse of communism a decade ago changed the
world. For the men and women of the former socialist states, Western
freedoms and consumer goods seemed closer than ever before, but so
did daunting financial uncertainty. For them, as for all of us, the familiar
Cold War dualisms that divided Europe into West and East formally dis-
appeared; the countries of East Central Europe and the former Soviet
Union became members of a reconfigured global economy. As East
Central Europe looked with hope to the West, Western politicians, bu-
reaucrats, scholars, experts, and volunteers of all sorts headed east to
help establish democratic practices in East Central Europe. In the years
that followed, increasing class and ethnic differentiation, a rise in unem-
ployment, and a decline in state subsidies were among the costs consid-
ered necessary to transform moribund socialist economies into thriving
markets. These costs however, have been experienced differently by
women and men.

It is our goal in this essay to explore how discourses and practices of
gender play a major role in shaping the post-1989 reconstitution of
states and social relations in East Central Europe. Since the end of state
socialism, most studies have focused directly on the economic processes
of marketization and privatization or on the political processes of de-
mocratization, constitutionalism, and the emergence of civil society. We
propose, instead, to consider the processes of the postsocialist transfor-
mations from a gendered perspective. We contend that democratization
comes more clearly into view if one asks how men and women are differ-
ently imagined as citizens, or how “politics™ itself is being redefined as
a distinctively masculine endeavor. Similarly, by examining how women,
and men are differently located in the emerging economies, one fore-|| "
grounds the usually unremarked yet pervasive and often feminized phe- lf
nomenon of small-scale, service-sector marketization. Attending to gen-
der is analytically productive, leading not only to an understanding of
relations between men and women, but to a deeper analysis of how so-
cial and institutional transformations occur. To this end we raise two
crucial questions: How are gender relations and ideas about gender
shaping political and economic change in the region? And what forms of
gender inequality are being shaped as a result? By making central what
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has been marginalized, this essay seeks to outline an alternative analyti-
cal agenda for research.!

Recognizing that these processes are intertwined with events happen-
ing simultancously in Western Europe, the United States, and else-
where, we do not consider East Central Europe in isolation, but within
a broader political geography. In discussing postsocialism, we will note
parallels, interactions, and contrasts with other regions in policies and
social trends, as well as in discourses. Of particular interest is the way
that the public arguments about gender in one part of the globe
influence those occurring in another; the way politicians can score
points by aligning with or contrasting themselves to images and policies
in other regions. The historical context of postsocialism is equally im-
portant in our analysis. As other scholars have noted, the sometimes
subtle and hidden continuities with socialism are as powerful as the dra-
matic ruptures. Social actors all over the region have been reaching into
the presocialist past, claiming historical models, inspiration, and
justification of current political policies and gender arrangements. Nos-
talgia for earlier historical periods—different ones for different constitu-
encies—is a pervasive aspect of making the postsocialist future. By at-
tending throughout to historical comparisons as well as cross-regional
interactions and contrasts, this work engages both the literature on East
Central Europe, and also the broader feminist literature that has per-
sistently asked: How are states and political-economic processes gen-
dered? How do states and markets regulate gender relations?

Gender is defined here as the socially and culturally produced ideas
about male-female difference, power, and inequality that structure the
reproduction of these differences in the institutionalized practices of
society. What it means to be a “man” or a “woman,” to be “masculine”
or “feminine,” varies historically. Such cultural categories are formed
through everyday interactions that are framed within larger discourses
and within specific institutions. We argue that there are reciprocal ef-
fects here: Not only do state policies constrain gender relations, but
ideas abour the differences between men and women shape the ways in
which states are imagined, constituted, and legitimated. Thus, states
themselves can be imagined as male, even though both men and
women are involved in their operation; social categories such as
“worker” can be identified with a single gender as well, even if both
men and women work. Such socially constructed ideas linking feminin-

ity and masculinity to other social categories are often embedded in
'state policies. Ideas about gender difference also contribute to the

forms of market expansion. In shaping institutional change, ideas
about gender difference interact with other central cultural con-
structions such as the nation, the family, the public good. At the same
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time, the ideologies and policies that states promote, as well as the
constraints and incentives of economies, circumscribe the range of pos-
sible relations between men and women. We therefore focus here on
how gender relations both form and are formed by different kinds of
states, different kinds of economies, and different types of political
action.?

While the category of gender is central to social life, gender arrange-
ments are diverse. One of the important lessons of empirical studies
about the socialist past is that if there ever was a single gender regime of
state socialism, it has long been replaced by many different ways of un-
derstanding the relations between men and women. Scholars agree, nev-
ertheless, on some of the broad features of socialist gender orders. There
was an attempt to erase gender difference (along with ethnic and class
differences), to create socially atomized persons directly dependent on a
paternalist state. Yet, women in socialism were also sometimes consti-
tuted as a corporate category, becoming a special object of state policy,
with ministries or state offices dedicated to what were defined as their
concerns. Women’s full-time participation in the labor force was dic-
tated by the state, on which women were more directly dependent than
they were on individual men. In short, the ideological and social struc-
tural arrangements of state socialism produced a markedly different rela-
tion between the state, men, and women than commonly found, for in-
stance, in classic liberal parliamentary systems or in various kinds of
welfare states. Gender as an organizing principle, male dominance, and
gendered inequality can be found in all these systems, but with pro-
foundly different configurations.

Socialist gender arrangements themselves varied significantly over
time and space. Indeed, socialist regimes were often characterized by
contradictory goals in their policies toward women: they wanted work-
ers as well as mothers, token leaders as well as obedient cadres. While
officially supporting equality between men and women, the regimes
countenanced and even produced heated mass media debates about is-
sues such as women’s ideal and proper roles, the deleterious effects of
divorce, the effects of labor-force segregation—such as the feminization
of schoolteaching and agriculture—and the fundamental importance of
“natural difference.” These debates revealed the paradoxes and contra-
dictions in official discourses, as well as more general tensions in both
policy goals and the system of political-economic control.

Such diverse relations between official discourses and the everyday
practices of men and women are a central focus of this book. People in
the region reacted as much to the representations of themselves in offi-
cial communications as to the often unforeseen and unintended conse-
quences of state policies about reproduction, sexuality, and family life.
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Observers—from both East and West—have made infamous the gap
between image and practice in state socialism, between what was said,
what was done, and what was experienced. Our reflections take this as a
point of departure. The development of public spheres and capitalist
mass media have swept away censorship and “official” discourse in this
classic sense. There are now numerous alternative narratives—ways of
looking at the world—that vie for popular attention, attempting to
achieve persuasiveness and thus domination. Yet the apparent plurality
and openness of mass media obscure the fact that certain issues remain
undiscussed, some perspectives on gender relations and possible futures
are suppressed. We argue that the disjuncture between public discourses
and ordinary practices in a multitude of contexts has not disappeared.
Rather, it now takes different forms and continues to be crucial for the
maintenance of power differences and for understanding changing so-
cial relations in the region.

We intend this gendered perspective to be a part of the more general
scholarly debates on what is happening after socialism. Therefore, we
situate this work with reference to current frameworks for the study of
East Central Europe. These frameworks differ in the way they analyze
change in two key dimensions: space and time. With respect to space,
the definition of the region itself is controversial. During the communist
period, debates about the regional divisions of Europe, and the justifica-
tions for them, were coded ways for critical elites to publicly discuss dif-
ferent political alignments from those of the Cold War. They provided
a means to express subversive visions of the future. But the idea of Euro-
pean regions has deep historical precedents. The countries to which we
primarily refer in this essay—Poland, Hungary, Romania, Yugoslavia,
Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech and Slovak Republics, and (East) Ger-
many—undoubtedly have much in common, not least their geographi-
cal contiguities; some very general patterns of economic and political
relations to earlier empires that were based to the east, west, and south;
and forty years of communism. But we understand that definitions of
regions and their boundaries are not self-evident categorizations arising
out of uniform historical experience. Still less do they reflect cultural
similarity. On the contrary, the image of unity is in part an effect of po-
litically charged cultural constructions both in the West and the East.
Indeed, the centuries-old European discourse of East/West opposi-
tions—in which the East is the less civilized, less economically advanced
pole—remains pervasive across the continent. The apparent separation
of regions was and is a consequence of political economic relations and
discursive interactions among them. The peace treaties following World
War II put hard and definite borders around what had been the more
shifting boundaries of “Eastern Europe,” “Central Europe,” “South-
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castern Europe,” “the Balkans,” without eliminating the differentials of
wealth and power that the East/West discourse both marked and helped
to create.’

The geopolitical borders and definitions of the region have, of course,
shifted again. The events of 1989 along with the impetus of the Maas-
tricht Treaty have brought the “hardness” of boundaries dramai.:ically
into question. Acceptance into Western political, economic, and military
clubs has been a goal of many of the region’s countries. Some have been
welcomed into NATO, others have been kept at bay. In keeping with
these changes, scholarship itself has been deeply affected. The notable
differences in access to money and influence between those studying
East Central Europe from the “inside” and those coming from the “out-
side” to do so have increased since the end of communism, and interac-
tions among scholars have sometimes been fraught. Some social scien-
tists from the region have noted that, as in orientalist and colonial
relations all over the globe, those native to the region and living there
have often been assumed to be able to theorize only about the region
itself: “Western” scholars, in contrast, scem to be empowered to make
theoretical statements about social process “in general.” Without deny-
ing these very real tensions and inequalities, we suggest that in this case
neither “side” is so simple to characterize. For instance, there are many
historical models for the ways in which intellectuals from what is now
called East Central Europe have contributed to the Western canon. And
in the current scholarly context, it is indisputable that many ground-
breaking conceptualizations now widely used in all of social scit?ncc-_—
soft-budget constraints, second societies—originated in the social sci-
ence scholarship of East Central Europeans.*

Our own approach to these familiar dilemmas of scholarly interaction,
and the relations between power and knowledge that they index, has
been twofold. First, on a practical level, this essay emerged out of a col-
laborative and multidisciplinary research project on gender that we co-
directed. We consider this book a companion volume to the original
collaborative work. The project included scholars from East Central Eu-
rope as well as Western Europe and the United States; it attemprted to
bring these scholars together to create a broad framework within which
we could raise questions about gender, conduct research, and then com-
pare our results. But it did not try to apply uniform methods or analyses.
In making our own points in the present essay, we highlight the evi-
dence and theoretical insights of our colleagues who contributed to that
project. In the spirit of intellectual and political debate—which was as
present among the East Central Europeans in the collaborative proj-
ect as between “East” and “West”—we sometimes argue with their
positions.®
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Second, on a more conceptual level, it is necessary to think analyti-
cally about Cold War discourse itself and scholarly participation in it.
Predicated on underscoring difference, American social science during
the Cold War implicitly limited the sorts of questions considered appro-
priate in discussions of communist countries. It kept discussion of com-
munism in the East of Europe institutionally separate from the study of
the capitalist West. This remained true despite the efforts of some schol-
ars to make political and intellectual alliances across the divide. As a re-
sult of this separation, important parallels and their impacts were often
obscured.® For example, all over the former communist world, public
discussions assume or assert that women were in an unholy alliance with
the communist state, that women were specially favored before 1989.
Cerrainly, state socialism claimed to “emancipate” women by ensuring
their participation in the labor force. It frequently instituted liberal di-
vorce laws and sometimes attempted to socialize some houschold tasks.
Nevertheless, much empirical evidence suggests that far from enjoying
an advantageous alliance with the state, women were in fact more at the
mercy of state policies than men were. Communist states manipulated
both men’s and women’s participation in wage work. But in the case of
women, states also intruded significantly on reproductive lives, in a di-
rectly embodied manner. Yet the assertion of women’s advantageous
position in communism continues as an aspect of public discourse, one
that—we argue—serves to delegitimate women’s political activity in
postcommunism. This makes it difficult to publicly formulate criticisms
of neoliberal state policies adopted across the region since 1989 that
have often resulted in higher rates of women’s unemployment and the
dismantling of public services such as childcare and food kitchens that
were of particular help to women.’

Interestingly, women’s relation to the state has become an equally
controversial topic in the rest of Europe and the United States over the
last two decades. As in East Central Europe, public discourses about this
subject have palpable political consequences. Long-standing American
representations of the dubious morality of “welfare mothers” played an
important role in preparing public opinion for recent decreases in state
support. Similarly, in the European Union, public discussions about sin-
gle mothers, abortion, and social citizenship are highly contested. They
raise the issue of women’s relation to the state in the face of EU pres-
sures to streamline public spending. These pressures threaten the high
levels of state provisioning that, in different ways in different countries,
have been characteristic of Western Europe since World War 11

Until recently, such parallels between “East” and “West” were rarely
analyzed. By assuming a categorical difference between them, Cold War
discourse—in general public forums as well as in social science—took
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largely for granted, and therefore left unexamined, the fact that “East”
and “West” constituted politically important audiences for each other;
as such, “East” and “West” reacted to each other’s actions. This was not
limited to the arms race. Vivid and often questionable images of the
other were used by both sides for internal and international political
purposes. Frequently, the rivalry between East and West was veiled and
indirect, each side assuming instead of mentioning the other’s existence
as a competitive or negative model. Official discourses juxtaposed ideal-
ized images of self to more empirically real pictures of the other—to the
other’s disadvantage. For Eastern leaders, the West was a foe whose de-
feat in economic and political terms would produce the ultimate legiti-
mation of state socialist regimes. But the West also appeared in the East
as a source of positive identity, at first for the disaffected, later for any-
one importing blue jeans and rock and roll. Meanwhile, politicians in
the West scored points by emphasizing the “totalitarian” aspects of
“communism,” as an “evil empire” in implicit contrast with a demo-
cratic West. As a result, what could have been appreciated as the achieve-
ments of socialism, such as mass educational efforts, were ignored. In
the Eastern version of Cold War discourse, communist leaders harped
on imperialism, or on the drug abuse and violence that they identified as
the deleterious consequences of too much “individualism.” They could
thereby discount the significance of individual rights. Gender arrange-
ments were part of this Cold War shadow boxing. Communist theories
and policies about families were framed in part as critiques and responses
to the West. Emblematic of the role of gender in this competition was
the famous kitchen debate of 1959 when Khrushchev and Nixon met at
a Moscow exhibit of American goods. Significantly, the two leaders ar-
gued about which system would produce the most and best labor-saving
devices for women’s household work ?

One way of taking into account the effects of these Cold War assump-
tions on our own thinking is to include such mirroring and self-differen-
tiating interactions in our analyses. We examine the former communist
states not only in regional terms, but from a gendered perspective that
deliberately attends to the construction of regional images in such inter-
actions. The features that socialist states share with a variety of welfare
states then become more evident. One advantage is that such compari-
sons raise questions not only about socialism and the trajectory of
change in postsocialism. They also open the possibility that a view from
East Central Europe can change our understanding of the West and of
the gendered intellectual framework itself. For instance, we can analyze
more precisely how, in the East, as in the West, discourses about
women, family, and reproduction were and continue to be crucial in the
legitimation of politics. As another instance, current patterns of political
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activism among women in East Central Europe become more compre-
hensible if we see that women’s politics are not immune to East/West
competition and mutual stereotyping. In this way, the examples of East
Central Europe can contribute to a renewed examination of the cate-
gory of “feminism” itself as a social-political movement. Or, as yet an-
other example, analysis of the postsocialist contraction of the state in
East Central Europe, juxtaposed to simultaneous changes in European
and American social provisioning, points to general questions about the
nature and effects of state support in different contexts, and about the
way states of different kinds structure the relations between men and
women. The comparison also casts a new light on the dilemma of
women’s “autonomy” versus their “dependence” on men, states, and
markets, which has been such a salient feature of recent feminist theoriz-
ing in the United States and Western Europe.

The issues we have just discussed revolve around the implications of
spatial definitions and imagined boundaries. Another set of questions
preoccupying studies of the region, and to which we wish to orient our
own investigation, is the nature of social change after socialism. These
questions involve analytical and popular notions of time and history.
The massive dislocations provoked by the collapse of communism im-
mediately gave birth to what English-language observers have called
“the transition,” in concert with common usage in the countries in-
volved: dtmenet or rendszevviltis, Wende, tranzifie, tranzicija, or
schimbare. Thus “transition,” like many social scientific terms, has been
not only an analytical tool, but a part of everyday politics and common
sense.’

But increasingly, scholars have been noting the disadvantages of
using the metaphor of “transition.” As many critics have remarked,
“transition” is as consonant with Marxism-Leninism as with American
modernization theory because it assumes evolutionary progress from
one well-known “stage” of history to another. It thereby inadvertently
continues the Cold War morality tale we have already discussed, one
that pitted two “sides” against each other in an implicit contest for who
was “ahead.” The competition occurred even within the countries of the
former Soviet bloc themselves, as each compared itself to the others, and
was so compared by outside observers. It used to be a matter of who had
the highest standard of living. But the competition continues today.
Now it is often a question of whose economy is more privatized, which
country most “Western,” which the most “democratic,” which is ac-
cepted into NATO or the European Union. Feminist analyses of
women’s situation in East Central Europe have not escaped this pitfall.
Early studies bemoaned the lack of feminist activity in the region with-
out reflecting on the relative lack of a strong feminist movement, let

Y
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alone a mass movement, anywhere else in the world during the late-
twenticth century. The question too often has been: Which is better for
women, communism or capitalism? And some feminist analyses simply
reversed the valences of the discussion, asking: What have women lost in
the transition?

Furthermore, the “transition” metaphor too readily invites one kind
of comparison at the expense of another. Because “transitions” to de-
mocracy have arguably happened in the last twenty years in numerous
parts of the globe, the term implies the primacy of typological compari-
sons among “transitions” as such, regardless of the contemporaneous
historical circumstances in which they occur. In contrast, we are inter-
ested in “transitions” as parts of simultancous conditions and transfor-
mations occurring in the world political economy and in widespread dis-
courses that go well beyond the region’s shifting boundaries. Rather
than comparing Latin American, for instance, with East European
“transitions” as different examples of a single process, we sketch how
East Central Europe’s interactions with other polities and economies,
along with continuities and paradoxes from the past, produce patterned,
if historically particular, results. We want to know how the pressures ex-
erted at a particular historical moment by capitalist investors or the
Catholic Church or the policy recommendations of the World Bank in-
tersect with local debates about the proper roles of men and women and
local forms of political action to produce present-day policies and pat-
terns of action. By the same token, in the realm of discourse, we are
observing a region in which the recent valorizations of the “individual,”
“private enterprise,” and even “family values” echo similar emphases of
neoconservatism farther to the west. This is not to say that “privatiza-
tions” of public services in the United States and Western Europe are
the same as the contraction of the state in East Central Europe. They are
quite different in process and effect. Yet we think it worth attending to
their contemporeneity: they are justified by parallel arguments and ide-
ologies and pursued by interrelated, overlapping groups of elites, who
are often personally and corporately linked to each other in an increas-
ingly globalized world.

Finally, another important criticism of the metaphor of transition
from socialism—or for that matter transition to socialism—is that “tran-
sition™ assumes a theory of history in which all aspects of society change
in concert and in the same direction. This homogenizes state socialism,
which, despite its distinctive ideological and systemic structure, never-
theless took many forms and had many phases in the different countries
of the region. The approach also homogenizes capitalism, glossing over
its varying and uneven forms, and the partially contingent, open-ended-
ness of social change. Stage-thinking and the concomitant expectation
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of predictable change make it as hard to notice genuine innovations as
to take account of continuities with the past.

Thus, we join recent critics of “transition” studies in rejecting teleo-
logical assumptions and in giving causal weight to “pathways” from the
past. With them, we recognize the significance of the dramatic political
ruptures that captured the world’s imagination, but nevertheless insist
that there are less salient but no less important continuities in many ar-
eas of social life. Some of the most interesting questions about social
process are lost if we fail to note continuities between pre- and post-
1989 East Central Europe, and between capitalist and socialist socicties
before 1989. Such continuities are repeatedly highlighted by a study of
gender, and attending to them is indispensable for understanding the
relations between men and women. For instance, gender segregation in
the occupational structure is often longer lasting than political regimes;
the division of household labor has changed at yet another pace. In this
way, a gendered perspective reveals not only continuities, but quite dif-
ferent temporalities in the various processes occurring in the region and
across the different versions of “transition” in different countries.

We depart from most critics of “transition” studies, however, in fo-
cusing on gender as an analytic category and on the dynamic discrepan-
cies between discourses, institutional practices, and subjectivities. This
allows us to note contradictory and paradoxical aspects of current pro-
cesses that require novel conceptualizations. They are not easily catego-
rized as either continuity, rupture, or path. We ask how social actors—
institutions as much as individuals—working with the cultural and
communicational materials at hand, and in the face of the open-ended
contingencies of social life, create a sense of themselves and of social
continuity. We examine how ideas about gender difference and sexuality
are often recruited to construct continuities with the past, with nature,
with the general good. They can thus be used to gain authority for
postsocialist political institutions, practices, and political actors when
there are not yet well established rules of the game for political activity.

Yet, some practices and institutions that seem continuous with those
common under socialism are nevertheless experienced quite differently
by social actors since 1989. They are reinterpreted and often revalued.
Meanwhile, what seem to outside observers as novel activities and self-
understandings, even new subjectivities, go unremarked because they
are cloaked in the guise of continuity. They are categorized as another
instance of something familiarly known. Notions of public and private,
for instance, have been fundamental to imagining social life in the re-
gion for at least a century and a half. But when we trace the changing
meanings of public and private—the activities routinely encompassed by
cach, their positive and negative valences, and their gender codings—we
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find quite distinct changes between presocialist arrangements, the so-
cialist period, and postsocialism. Sometimes, because the terms remain
the same, they create the impression of continuity. At other times the
terms shape perceptions so that some changes in political-economic pat-
terns are more noticed than others. Indeed, the systematic ways in which
legal systems, state policies, and people in everyday interactions manipu-
late discursive categories such as public and private to reconfigure, jus-
tify, and reinterpret their activities turn out to be important factors in
the processes we examine, and a significant form of power. Our goal in :
analyzing such discursive distinctions is to propose new conceptual tools
for scholarly understandings of how institutions and everyday life have
changed since the end of socialism. =

Each of the following chapters addresses a substantive issue central to
a gendered analysis of postsocialism. Chapter 2, “Reproduction as Poli-
tics,” asks how public discussions about human reproduction, childcare,
and sexuality constitute and reconstitute the relationship between states
and their subjects. We explore how states exercise power in molding and
constraining reproductive practices and sexuality through legislation.
But how and why are such laws instituted? Or posed otherwise, what is
the role of reproduction—its discourses and practices—in the making of
political authority?

In chapter 3, “Dilemmas of Public and Private,” we examine how the
economic restructuring of the region is constrained by gender relations
and ideas about gender difference. But in order to do this we must reach
back into the nineteenth century to trace the shifting understandings of
public and private that have organized political and economic life in the
region. There have been significant changes in the boundary between
public and private, with varying roles played by classes, states, and social
movements in marking that boundary. We set out the forms of mascu-
linity and femininity that accompanied these imaginings in the socialist
period. We use the notion of fractals to argue that a semiotic analysis of
the public/private distinction, examined over a substantial time period,
enables us to understand some of the currently emerging forms of eco-
nomic stratification and polarization, and the gendered division of labor
in the workplace.

' Chapter 4, “Forms of States, Forms of ‘Family,”” continues the inves-
tigation of the effects of gender on policy formulation and economic
processes. The axis of comparison here switches from the past to con-
temporary welfare states in Western Europe and the United States. They
too are responding to the needs of aging populations and to neoliberal
Pressures to limit spending and benefits. What can be grasped about the
gender relations of socialist and postsocialist states if we consider them
In relation to welfare states farther west, and examine them in the
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context of contrasting “Eastern” and “Western” public discourses about
states and families? We show how analyses of the postsocialist states of
East Central Europe contribute to the ongoing feminist theorization of
relations between women and welfare states, and to understanding the
costs and benefits of women’s autonomy or dependence on states, mar-
kets, and individual men.

Feminist theorists have argued that only through active political par-
ticipation and representation can women organize in their own inter-
ests. Therefore, in chapter 5, “Arenas of Political Action,” we turn
again to politics. Women’s and men’s differential political participation
in East Central Europe calls for a reconceptualization of the gender-
ing of civil society, as well as for a discussion of the effects that inter-
national support for nongovernmental organizations has on political
action, Furthermore, the example of East Central Europe invites a re-
thinking of “feminism” as social movement and “woman” as a form of
political identiry. It suggests an analysis of how such movements are de-
fined, taken up, or rejected by social actors in particular historical
circumstances.

There are, of course, many other substantive issues one could exam-
ine in trying to understand postsocialism as gendered. We have omitted
many obviously relevant ones such as the increase in prostitution and the
incorporation of East Central Europeans into the international sex
trade; the forms of education for boys and girls; the differential incen-
tives for and consequences of migration. Our aim is not to develop an
exhaustive overview of substantive issues, but rather to open suggestive
lines of argument and research.

In this extended reflection we maintain that gender is a crucial feature
of the postsocialist transformations. In examining discourses of repro-
duction, the changing public/private divide, the range of current rela-
tions between women as clients, employees, citizens, and consumers in
welfare states, and the differing political participation of men and
women in East Central Europe, we hope to accomplish two goals: to
include East Central Europe in some of the major debates of feminist
theory, and at the same time, to outline an analytical agenda for examin-
ing the ways in which postsocialist change is powerfully shaped by the
discourses and practices of gender.

2

Reproduction as Politics

It 1S a striking fact about the collapse of communism in 1989 that abor-
tion was among the first issues raised by virtually all the newly consti-
tuted governments of East Central Europe. In Romania, liberalization
of abortion was the second decree issued by the provisional government
upon the fall of the Ceausescu regime. Abortion’s legality in East Ger-
many and its restriction in West Germany almost derailed German
unification. In Poland the question has become virtually a permanent
feature of the parliamentary agenda. But abortion was only one of the
issues associated with sexuality and human reproduction that have taken
center stage in the years since 1989. In the former Yugoslavia, rape was
a weapon of war. Because women who had been raped and the children
thar resulted from rape were ostracized and rejected by their own ethnic
groups, rape was also and intentionally a tool of “ethnic cleansing,”
through its tragic reproductive consequences. Unwanted babies became
a political issue in Romania and Germany as well, but in different ways.
A private adoption market in babies, not all of whom were unwanted by
their birth mothers, emerged in Romania. The rate of voluntary sterili-
zation increased dramatically among eastern German women, which
produced a political scandal when it was noticed and labeled a “birth
strike” by the mass media.

Throughout the region, as democratic institutions were being cre-
ated, fiscal and constitutional crises threatened, and legislative politics
were being rethought in dramatic ways, the leaders (themselves mostly
male) of the new states also heatedly debated questions of “proper” sex,
birthrates, contraception, and childcare. In the face of daunting eco-
nomic and political challenges, the politicians, publishers, and media
consumers who constituted the first democratic parliaments and public
spheres of 1989 have consistently turned their attention to reproductive
issues. Scholars of political transformation in East Central Europe have
rarely considered the significance of these pervasive debates. By contrast,
we argue 1n this chapter that the discursive and practical effects of de-
bates about reproduction provide one of the keys to understanding how
politics is being reshaped in East Central Europe. Political authority is,
in part, reconstituted through arguments about reproduction. The ev-
eryday results of such discussion and of reformed reproductive policies
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contribute not only to changing reproductive practices, but also to the
creation of new kinds of political actors and subjectivities, in domestic
and international arenas.

In short, the ongoing focus on reproduction, despite the many differ-
ences among the countries of the region, is noteworthy and demands
explanation. Abortion provides a striking example.! In East Germany,
Hungary Poland, Serbia, Slovemia, and Croatia, new laws were pro-
posed, often by religious and conservative political organizations,
attempting to use parliamentary means to restrict women’s access to
abortion. There was certainly no surge of popular demand for such re-
strictions. Instead, in Germany and Hungary, continued conflicts
around these laws made it necessary to submit them to constitutional
courts. In Serbia and Croatia nationalist and religious groups proposcd
demographic programs designed to “renew the population.” These be-
came a starting point for governmental attempts to restrict abortion. In
these latter two cases, as well as in Germany, Poland, and Hungary,
women’s groups organized protests, and the mass media engaged in sus-
tained discussions about the significance of reproductive practices. In
Slovenia, angry debates in parliament and public protest by women’s or-
ganizations led to the inclusion in the new Slovenian constitution of an
article providing women (and men) the right to decide about the birth
of their children. In Romania, to be sure, the postcommunist liberaliza-
tion was, in part, a reaction to the extreme restrictions of the Ceaugescu
era. Yet the implications of using abortion as a popular form of fertility
control have remained a subject of medical and demographic concern.

But even in those countries where the abortion issue has not been so
noisy, public, or protracted, governments were not content to leave re-
productive policy alone. In Bulgaria, there was not much discussion in
parliament, but a more liberal law was nevertheless put into effect as part
of a general liberalizing trend. It replaced communist-cra arrangements
that had restricted abortion among ethnic Bulgarians while allowing it
among Turkish and Romani minorities. In the Czech Republic and Slo-
vakia, despite legislative proposals, there were no restrictions enacted,
but a health-care reform resulted in higher fees for “nonmedical” abor-
tions, thereby limiting access. Even in these countries a wide range of
elite groups were involved in the debates: not only political leaders and
government officials in ministries responsible for health, education, and
youth, bur also church leaders, nongovernmental organizations devoted
to women’s rights and population issues, and experts in health, educa-
tion, and social policy. Childcare and sexuality have also been caught up
in public debate and government action across the region.?

For liberal political theory and sociological common sense, this inter-
est in reproduction during a period of radical political and economic
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change appears anomalous because reproduction is generally consid-
ered to be part of the private sphere of domesticity and family, and not
the public sphere of politics, civil society, and state-formation. But for
feminist scholars who have long argued that the private /public distinc-
tion is less a straightforward description of social domains than an ideol-
ogized dichotomy that produces the appearance of separation between
activities that are nonetheless closely linked, such discussion is hardly
surprising.” It constitutes a salient instance of what has recently been
called the “politics of reproduction.” It provides further evidence for
important relations between supposedly private activities such as child-
birth and child-rearing and public activities such as political debate.
Studies of the “politics of reproduction” investigate the “intersection of
politics and the life cycle” (Kligman 1992:364) and take as an object of
investigation the “seemingly distant power relations [that] shape local
reproductive experiences” (Ginsburg and Rapp 1991:313). They ex-
plore how “state policy and ideological control are experienced in ev-
eryday life” (Kligman 1998:3), and how reproduction “provides a ter-
rain for imagining new cultural futures” (Ginsburg and Rapp 1995:2).
Indeed, the laws, regulations, and administrative machinery that the
new states are installing will have long-range repercussions for the ways
in which women in East Central Europe give birth and how people
practice contraception, raise their children, and imagine their own and
their children’s futures.

But studies of the “politics of reproduction” encompass not only how
childbirth and child-rearing are affected by distant power relations, but
also how political process itself is shaped through the discussion and
control of reproduction. The two are closely interrelated, and we return
at the end of this chapter to the reciprocal effects between them. We
begin, however, by highlighting the contribution of reproductive issues
to state-making and other political processes that theorists of “transi-
tion” have taken as their domain. We focus on how debates about repro-
duction “reveal the ways in which politics is being reconstituted, con-
tested, and newly legitimated” (Gal 1994:258). In short, our discussion
analyzes how the public debates about reproduction make politics.

Hi:_urnan reproduction is the means by which both individuals and col-
lectivities assure their continuity. It is a ground for political battles in
part because states, families, and other social actors all understand them-
sclw_:s as having much at stake in the control of childbearing and child-
rearing. Historically constructed and variable, these multiple perspec-
tives or “interests” in reproduction are often at odds. Note that with this
observation we move beyond well-worn functionalist arguments about
the “need” for human reproduction in sustaining social systems or in
Providing labor power. We turn our attention to the diverse discourses
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that shape beliefs and everyday practices of reproduction: We examine
their contingency and conflict and the (often unintended) effects on the
historical construction, authorization, and justification of political ac-
tors and action.*

We start with the perspectives of states, as formulated in European
political thought. The health of a state has long been linked to the rapid
reproduction of its inhabitants; the vigor of the individual body has
served as a sign of the health or infirmity of the body politic. In mon-
archical systems the body of greatest importance, both figuratively and
materially, was the king’s. His reproduction was central for the mainte-
nance of royal lines, just as culturally defined forms of bodily reproduc-
tion were essential for the maintenance of aristocratic families and their
power.

In the early modern period, political-economic theory shifted its fo-
cus from the body of the ruler to the bodies of the ruled, so that the
condition and size of the populace living within the state’s territory be-
came a central concern of statecraft. Discussing this shift, Foucault pos-
ited a rupture between notions of state power built around the physical
existence of the sovereign—his personalistic relations to other sover-
eigns or to his court—and those built around the territory’s inhabitants.
He argued that this shift marked a quite different idea of government as
a routine management of things and people, an economizing, categoriz-
ing control of their welfare and activities. The form of knowledge im-
plied by the first kind of rule is an art based on interpersonal intuition,
on the passions, virtues, and vices of rulers. The form of knowledge im-
plied by the second is a more impersonal, systematized “science of state”
based on attentive administration aimed at the general welfare. This
change has been conceptualized in other ways as well. Some see it as a
shift in the goals and dilemmas of governing, which turned from a con-
cern with satisfying or controlling the prince’s “passion” for glory to a
novel category of political thought: the “interests” of individuals and
groups.®

Foucault’s schematic juxtaposition of two regimes presents a picture
of intellectual history that has been challenged by historical scholarship
demonstrating more piecemeal and contradictory processes of change in
ideas about government between the sixteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries. These ideas often differed across the western European states.
Glory and passion were not so much superseded as reorganized and in
part redirected to foreign policy and external relations; liberal theories
of governance introduced other categories, such as that of “the people.”
Nevertheless, it seems fair to say that by the eighteenth century, the
basis of a state’s wealth and power was generally understood to lie not
so much in the extent of its territory, but in the size and productivity of
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its population. Mercantilist thought provides a good example: The
amount of bullion in the sovereign’s treasury was only one indication of
the might of his dominion. Another was the number of people living in
his territory. It became a matter of significance that a large population
not only increased the strength of armies, but made available increasing
supplies of labor. Thus Frederick the Great compared backward Russia
with fortunate Holland, which, though vastly smaller in extent, had the
dense settlement, wealth, and industrious commercial population that
made it, in his judgment, a greater European power.°

Not only did a large population make a good, strong state, but the
abundance of inhabitants testified to the state’s morality: “Every wise,
just and mild government ... will always abound most in people,”
noted David Hume (cited in Gallagher 1987:83). This link between
population and the state’s morality became a continuing theme in Euro-
pean politics. In a telling way, however, the equation was sometimes
reversed. Hume’s optimistic conviction was later shaken by Malthus’s
thesis outlining inevitable, socially deleterious effects of unbridled pop-
ulation increase. Steadily increasing population came to be seen by some
as less a reward and sign of moral superiority than a danger to the or-
derly state. Nevertheless, when nineteenth-century France experienced
a falling birthrate greater than that of the other industrializing nations of
western Europe, the response was political panic at what was universally
perceived as a threat to France’s military and economic might. Crucially,
then, whether the project was to increase or decrease population, its
control and the question of its “quality” remained matters of state.

The political concern with the quantity and quality of inhabitants
took several forms. One was the expansion of state and colonial adminis-
tration in early modern Europe, with even greater intensity in the nine-
teenth century. Another was the growing interest of administrators in
the precise life-condition of a territory’s inhabitants. It was the emerg-
ing scholarly disciplines of folklore, geography, and statistics, among
others, that produced the notion of “population” as a datum. “Popula-
tion” became an object of knowledge, one that could be known through
the aggregation of detail about the material and behavioral aspects of
people’s lives. Populations provided the opportunity for administrative
and normalizing intervention. In the German context, for example, the
Staatswissenschafren (sciences of state) evolved slowly from the earlier
notion of public finance and justice as functions of government to in-
clude the addition of “administration” as a third science of state, one
aiming to assure the welfare and prosperity of the state and its subjects.
With the help of these disciplines, population could be shaped and con-
trolled through “policing” or regulation. In political theory, the man-
agement, increase, and improvement of such populations through
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education and public health came to be seen as a fundamental justifica-
tion of states, as important as the maintenance of sovereignty itself.”

When viewed within this historical context, the pronatalist activities
of the liberal, fascist, communist, and welfare states of twentieth-century
Europe have a long pedigree, forming part of what Foucault has called
“biopolitics.” The tracks of state power are evident not only in these
political and disciplinary discourses but in widespread practices such as
the legal enforcement of normative (reproductive) heterosexuality, the
surveillance of women’s bodies, and the attempts to control women’s
fertility.

For the empirical study of state practices, we caution against any
definition of states as reified or personified entities with set social func-
tions and unified goals. Although it is very hard to avoid nominaliza-
tion—writing about the state as “it”—the objectification of the state as
an entity effectively masks the active participation of people in “making”
the state. Moreover, the perception that states have unified intents and
motives is the effect of familiar political tropes; it is a misrecognition that
itself requires analysis and explanation. In everyday politics, the imputa-
tion of meaning to particular policies and state actions is a consequential
political act. Public perception that “the state” intends something is the
result of interpretive work, often accomplished by mass media, and can
become the object of conflict and further argument, with significant
consequences.

For our purposes here, keeping these considerations in mind, states
can best be characterized as consisting of historically particular adminis-
trative institutions that have a diversity of offices and officers as well as
of organizational levels and departments. These are never entirely coor-
dinated and are often involved in conflict or competition among them-
selves. Such state institutions are engaged in the exercise of authoriry, or
legitimate violence, over a given populace and territory. They produce
policies, regulations, laws, practices, and discourses that address aspects
of reproduction in diverse, sometimes conflicting, and often even con-
tradictory, ways. Accordingly, an ethnography of a state through the
lens of reproduction proceeds by taking the pronouncements and ac-
tions of particular actors claiming to represent the state—or arguing
among themselves, sometimes about who best represents it—and exam-
ines these to show how policies, practices, and official statements based
on implicit assumptions about gender relations together create a con-
straining context for the reproductive activities of the state’s inhabitants.
They, in turn, variously interpret this constraining context and respond
through acquiescence, diverse forms and degrees of resistance, or
subversion.®

This brief excursion into political theory has been necessary to reveal
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the roots of state interests in reproduction. The concerns of families in
the regulation of childbirth may seem more self-evident, but these too
are embedded in cultural definitions. Social historians, anthropologists,
and historical demographers have conceptualized a millennium of
changing population pyramids in Europe as the result of “family strate-
gies” that are diverse and variable. Thus, families too understand them-
selves to have important stakes in reproduction, whether to ensure the
inheritance of land, name, and property; to cement social continuity; to
provide objects of love and recipients for consumption; or to fill family
needs for labor or income. Furthermore, scholars have also shown that
within families there are often systematic struggles between men and
women, as well as between generations, about arrangements for the tim-
ing, gender, and number of their offspring.”

Social movements such as feminism, republicanism, labor unionism,
eugenics, and nationalism, as well as various religious movements, also
have ideologies of reproduction, and internecine arguments over the
“correct” view about childbirth, motherhood, and related matters. Cer-
rainly communism, both before and after coming to power in East Cen-
tral Europe, had ideologies of reproduction that we will discuss further
here and in chapter 3. Many nineteenth- and twentieth-century feminist
movements constructed a broad politics of morality around their con-
cerns for protecting reproduction and children. The point is a very gen-
eral one. Social movements often define themselves through utopian
narratives in which idealized images of reproduction and continuity play
a crucial role: they define who should (and should not) reproduce, and
how much; who should be responsible for what aspects of reproduction,
for what kind of remuneration or return; and how reproduction is re-
lated to moraliry.'?

Discursive battles among these variously constructed perspectives can
be mobilized at any time. But they are unavoidable in periods of political
rupture, such as the events of 1989, when new and old elites negotiate
and struggle over state forms. At such junctures, not only are the politi-
cal players reshuffled, but the rules of the political project are being re-
Fllﬂught and reorganized, bringing into question the legitimacy of polit-
ical action and the identities of political actors. We suggest that it is for
this very reason, as a grounding for constituting authority, that re-
Productive policy and ideology are crucial features of such political
Processes.
 We identify four interrelated ways in which reproduction makes pol-
itics: (1) public discussions about reproductive issues contribute to re-
Casting the relationship between states and their inhabitants; (2) among
such relations nationhood is particularly salient, and narratives of na-
tionhood rely crucially on reproductive discourses and practices to make
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and remake the category of “nation” and its boundaries; (3) debates
about reproduction serve as coded arguments about political legitimacy
and the morality of the state; and (4) such debates constitute women as
a political group and as particular kinds of political actors.'!

First, discourses about reproduction contribute to the reconstitution
of the relationship between a state and its populace. State-making is in
part a process of establishing and maintaining centralized authority over
a territory and those who inhabit it. But this relation of authority can be
figured in many ways. Whether people are represented in state dis-
courses as “subjects,” “citizens,” “workers,” “brothers-in-nationhood,”
“children,” or “kin and family members” is a matter that is dramatically
enacted and demonstrated, in practice, through the implementation and
justification of strictures on reproduction and sexuality.

Such relations between the state and its populace imply a structure of
sentiment. They can be terrorized, eroticized, enchanted. Here, it 1s
worthwhile to give some indication of the way discourses and practices
can shape such relations. By drawing on examples not from the contem-
porary context in East Central Europe that we will later analyze, but
from historical cases, we stress that the processes we are describing are
by no means limited to our region and time. For examples of a reign of
fear, if not terror, and its broader consequences for interaction and sen-
timent, one need look no farther than Ceausescu’s Romania, where
women’s bodies and doctors’ activities were under routine surveillance
to assure that they did not terminate pregnancies. Fear of such state in-
terference in everyday life was a constant feature of that era. As was also
the case in Stalin’s Soviet Union, fear was further embedded in social
experience through the practice of encouraging denunciations about re-
productive matters along with other issues. This allowed individuals to
unleash state violence on their neighbors, in the name of protecting ide-
ological rigor. In this way ordinary people had unprecedented access to
state apparatuscs, and simultaneously lived in ever-present dread of ar-
rest and torture.'?

By contrast, analysts of Italian politics have repeatedly noted the
strong elements of sexuality in fascist leaders’ relation to their audiences.
But there is disagreement about the exact nature of the appeal. All stress
the centrality of “virility” in fascist rhetoric and in Mussolini’s self-
presentation. But for some authors political rhetoric was pervaded by
images of people “falling in love” with the regime and its leader, while
others note a “scenario in which the virile leader ‘rapes’ the feminized
masses” (Spackman 1996:xii). Italian fascism can also serve as an odd
example of reproduction as enchantment. Mussolini repeatedly invited
his listeners to engage in what has been called a “demographic delir-
ium,” through which fascists could be born but not made. “Now one

REPRODUCTION AS POLITICS 23

can no longer become a fascist,” he said as early as 1927. Fascists could
only occur “naturally” because children born under his rule would
somchow, magically, be physical embodiments of his doctrine.'?

But these various ways of constituting subjects are not mutually ex-
clusive. On the contrary, in present-day East Central Europe this is a
field of argument. Social actors within the state, competing to control
parts of the state apparatus, may take sides on such matters. More
broadly, much political debate can be understood as a way of arguing
about which of these state-subject relations will take precedence in a
particular historical moment, or for particular political purposes.'*

If reproductive discourse and practices provide a fulcrum for con-
structing the relationship between a state and its subjects, then con-
straints on reproduction serve to define who is a proper member of the
state’s populace. Thus, for example, “citizens” are in many cases implic-
itly recognized as deserving of that title, and of the set of attendant
“rights,” by their display of particular forms of state-sanctioned, legally
acceptable, usually reproductive sexuality. And conversely, the repro-
duction of citizens is seen as beneficial, judicious, necessary for the fu-
ture, while the reproduction of those not recognized as such—for
instance, immigrants or stigmatized minorities—is seen, for that very
reason, as dangerous, out of control, and polluting. While always linked
to images of reproduction, state-subject relations are differently con-
figured depending on the ideology—socialist, welfare, national, liberal
democratic, fascist—in terms of which representatives of the state ex-
plain and legitimate the state itself. This kind of debate is pervasive in
contemporary East Central Europe.

For instance, when Hungarian leaders discussed the abortion issue in
‘1‘990—9% a major concern was whether the relevant legal code was a
regulation” or a “Jaw.” Some leaders argued that if the inhabitants of
Hur? gary were to be newly treated as citizens of a democracy, no longer
ic infantilized children of a paternalist communist state that delivered
itself of dictates, then matters of importance, such as reproduction,
should be legislated by properly elected parliamentary representatives. If
under communism abortion policy was a feature of such governmental
dictates, they said, then for that very reason it now had to be challenged
and negotiated as law, even if its substance was not at issue. What was
made an issue, instead, were the forms of acceptable political control,
the boundaries of what a state can and cannot demand of its citizens.

_ lIn the Germany of the early 1990s, the obligations of the state to its
lc:lflvzérsl: aéll:lr ,‘:ﬁﬁ versa were also at issue, but in a different way. For many
y, the rights of the fetus took precedence over those of

women. Many East Germans charged that while unification promised
democracy and liberal rights, the restriction of the East German
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abortion laws would in fact be a loss of democracy and individual rights
for women. Thus the debate on abortion in the East was very much
about what classes of people would be favored for the supposedly uni-
versal category of “citizen.” The process we are describing is also starkly
evident in Poland, where opponents of abortion as well as those who
support abortion rights ask: Will Poland become a theocracy, with
Christian inhabitants who follow the teachings of the Catholic Church?
Will it become the model Catholic state that will reevangelize Europe?
Or will the state be secular and neutral, its parliament free to tax the
Church, its inhabitants defined as religiously unmarked “citizens” not
assumed to be Christians, nor necessarily in agreement with Church
doctrine?'*

Another way to construct the relationship between a state and (at
least part of) its populace is through the making and remaking of the
nation and its boundaries. Hence we turn to a second way in which de-
bates and policies about reproduction, along with the practices they pro-
pose and justify, are crucial in politics. To specify what we mean by this,
it is important to note that nations are quite different kinds of entities
than states, though both must be culturally imagined. States, as we have
noted, are relatively centralized organizational structures with claims to
sovereignty over a territory. Nations however are symbolic constructs,
categories of identity or systems of social classification that can be used
to create horizontal solidarities or “imagined communities.” Such imag-
ined communities are generally classified as civic or ethnic in constitu-
tion: the former is associated with civic nationhood based on notions of
common political responsibilities and rights; the latrer, ethnonational-
ism, based on assumptions of shared origin, culture, and blood.

National identities (civic or ethnic) are made through a semiotic pro-
cess that classically relies on oppositions and exclusions. National iden-
tity is most often created against other categories: against imperial forms
of political loyalty; against “natives” already living in a newly claimed
territory; against other categories of nationhood understood to be co-
habiting in one state. As a result, the category-system that creartes
nationhood always has within it the logical potential for further splinter-
ing, further segmentation, the formation of more (sub)national catego-
ries that oppose the ones already constituted.'®

We take nationalism to be a social movement, or a political position,
built around (contestable) claims to such categories of identity. It is a
movement that is sometimes directed toward the capture of a state appa-
ratus by those claiming to be members of a particular nation. But
whether demanding formation of a new state, or more influence within
an already constituted state, or negotiating varying relations with a series
of states in which linked (diasporic) nationalist movements operate, na-
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tionalist arguments are ways of mobilizing collective action and thus
bringing into being the imagined collectivity—the nation—itself. The
process is classically “performative.” That is, nationalist leaders presup-
pose a social entity (the nation) in whose name they act, but which is
created as a collectivity only as a result of their mobilization efforts. This
may occur through the formation of a social movement, through prefer-
ential or prejudicial treatment within legal codes or organizations of a
state, or by the marking of individuals in censuses or in other sorts of
administrative bookkeeping. The process is not a demographic one of
“finding” those who carry the traits of some purported national group,
nor of bringing groups to “consciousness” or “awakening” them. It is
rather a matter of leaders promoting a political position that assumes the
existence of the group in question. Such nationalist arguments tend to
elide other and competing kinds of identity categories, notably of class
and gender, but also of political opinion and region.

What, then, is the role played by narratives of reproduction in the
making of such (ethno)national categories? It hardly needs emphasizing
that in most forms of ethnonationalist thought biological reproduction
and biological continuity over time are the centerpieces of creating and
imagining community. Although populations are often enlarged and di-
minished by migration and assimilation, nationalist ideology commonly
ignores or erases these processes, instead highlighting and constructing
ties of blood. Although individuals routinely have claims to several na-
tional identities, and boundaries between categories are often permeable
or fuzzy, nationalist discourse and the ordinary language of nationhood
erase such “messiness.”

For most forms of (ethno)nationalism, making the members of the
nation is not only a symbolic classifying process, but also very much a
material, corporeal one: Links between generations must, perforce, be
reproductive links, embodiments of membership. One’s relation to the
ﬁlture and to history is understood in generational terms, through sto-
rics of physical, biological reproduction. And when nations are institu-
tionalized, some forms of reproduction are defined as the sole legiti-
mate, genuine, authentic means of national reproduction. Thus,
whether both parents, or only one, were members of the same national
group and whether or not the birth occurred on national territory be-
come questions of great moment in individual lives, in legal conflicts
about rights and responsibilities, and in making national boundaries.'”

In the face of these familiar phenomena, it is remarkable that the
modern theorists of nationalism—Anderson, Gellner, Hobsbawm, Ho-
rowitz, Smith—have had little to say about the role of gender and repro-
duction in nationalism. But feminist criticism of this omission has pro-
duced an important literature on gender and nation as linked cultural
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categories, a literature in which reproduction is often considered. For
instance, feminist writings have explicated nationalism’s family imagery
that usually casts the nation as female and the state as male, simultane-
ously eroticizing the relation between men and the nation. It valorizes
motherhood, making women the spiritual representatives of the nation.
Many variants of this imagery have been identified. Chatterjee, among
others, has noted one complex and important configuration that recurs
in postcolonial contexts. Anticolonial nationalist movements often dif-
ferentiate group identity into material and spiritual, assigning to “their”
women the burden of representing tradition (if often in some recently
invented form), and thus of safeguarding the spiritual essence of the
group. Men are thereby freed to be the unmarked, and rational, subjects
of “modernity.” Ironically, while rejecting colonial domination, such
nationalist discourses and movements nevertheless implicitly accept the
colonialist judgment that degrees of modernity and civilization are
gauged by how men treat “their” women. In an interesting variant of
this, in East Central Europe as in postcolonial contexts, the use of repro-
ductive and contraceptive technologies becomes a sign of national suc-
cess and modernity.'®

To these insights we add that the focus on motherhood and women
as “vessels of the nation/race” also carries other interesting contradic-
tions. Because national movements are most frequently conceptualized
as “deep horizontal (male) fraternities,” they often implicitly adopt the
logic of patrilineal systems in which women are not only the indispens-
able locus of continuity, but also the outsiders who must be controlled.
Through the potential of their unruly sexual behavior, women are seen
to pose a threat to the group. Thus, women are blamed for demographic
decline, and for being too “selfish” to have children. Women are
charged with engaging in “birth strikes”; they are accused of siding with
political systems such as communism that are considered to be unnatural
or of committing treason if they do not wish their sons to die in wars.
Oddly, then, the common narrative of national “victimization” by out-
side forces, especially by other nearby nations, can also include a narra-
tive of the nation victimized by its own women, who are seen as an in-
ternal enemy. This result is often reached as well in the postcolonial
narratives outlined above, if women are perceived to be betraying the
“culture” whose spiritual essence they are supposed to represent. The
control of women thus becomes a logical project of nationalism. A clas-
sic means of such control is the regulation of women’s reproductive ca-
pacity, whether by forcing unwanted births or restricting wanted ones.

It is in part this link between nationhood and reproduction that made
the use of rape in the Yugoslav war such a powerful weapon. The irony
of ethnic cleansing, based ostensibly on the idea of the intolerability of
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national difference within a single territory, is that the various sides un-
derstood each other only too well. As others have pointed out, the tactic
of mass rape was effective because of similarity: All sides were speaking
in the idiom of biologized essences in which, as in the narratives noted
above, women were the bearers of group identity. This is what made
rape and the threat of rape not a crime against particular women, but a
threat to the purity and honor of the group. If raped women and their
children were later rejected by their own group, the strategic use of rape
could materially affect the survival and future of that group.'”

Fears about the “death of the nation,” justified by reference to falling
birthrates, are a recurrent theme of nationalist discourse all over Europe.
They gain general political significance when the interests of states are
assumed to be coterminous with the increase in a single or dominant
national group inhabiting the state’s territory. Such fears are invariably
directed against other categories of people perceived as rivals for terri-
tory or for political and economic resources. Warnings about demo-
graphic decline are used as political stances by those trying to mobilize
what Brubaker has termed nationalizing states against national minori-
ties. For example, to consolidate his power in the late 1980s, Slobodan
Milogevi¢ skillfully exploited Serbian national ideology by repeatedly
playing upon demographic fear: The higher birthrate of Albanians in
Kosovo endangered Serbia’s “heartland,” which would be overwhelmed
by these non-Slavs. Largely unsubstantiated accusations about Albanian
men raping Serbian women were also employed to further harden eth-
nonationalist sentiments and to legitimate government action against
Albanians. They also served to foreground gender as a marker of ethnic
or national identity, and rape as a weapon of war. As the cases of Serbia
and Croatia demonstrate, policies that are aimed at increasing the popu-
lation of one national group within a state’s territory are not at all in-
compatible with policies that simultaneously discourage the increase of
another, deemed by those in control of the state to be “dangerous” or
simply less worthy or less legitimately linked to the (nationalizing)
state.??

Thus, within the context of nationalist discourse focused on biologi-
cal reproduction, state policies that regulate reproductive practices gain
importance for a variety of reasons. Indeed, we have come full circle,
back to the interests of state agencies in the control of reproduction. But
here we see such interests justified not as an expression of a state’s rela-
tion to its “citizens,” but rather as a government justifying its acts as the
Protection of the “national essence.” This distinction is nicely high-
lighted by comparing Ceaugescu’s policies with those of Serbia after
1989. In Ceausescu’s Romania, abortion was forbidden for everyone,
regardless of nationality, education, or other characteristics. In Serbia,
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laws were framed as a matter of encouraging the disproporticnate in-
crease of some subset of the population, namely, those considered the
authentic or “proper” citizens of the state. The two policies are equiva-
lent in demanding a sacrifice from women for the “collectivity” that,
however, is the socialist state in one case and the nation in the other.
They differ in that nationalist policies create a social hierarchy ostensibly
based on the inheritance of biological characteristics. This was not so in
Ceaugescu’s nationalism, which was aimed at transforming all co-inhab-
iting nationalities into new socialist citizens of the Socialist Republic of
Romania.

Demographic panic expressed in the motto “The Nation Is Dying”
often hides the fact that population decline is a problem because immi-
gration is not seen as a legitimate way of increasing population. Only
some inhabitants—not immigrants—count as genuine citizens. It also
hides a further embarrassment. Part of the reason for population decline
in Poland, Croatia, Slovakia, and other states is that members of those
nations would rather migrate out, presumably for the sake of higher
standards of living, than stay to “be” the nation.?!

Many levels and aspects of state organization can be mobilized for the
institutionalization of biologized national selves. All involve reproduc-
tion in some way: legal constraints on who may marry whom; regula-
tions on what constitutes “normal” sexuality or the proper work of men
and women; assumptions (often written into tax codes) about accept-
able family forms, about who is expected to provide childcare and other
caretaking support; the timing, rate, and ease of marriage and divorce.
Clearly, not only ideas about nationhood, but also about health, re-
spectability, sexuality, and idealized gender are often involved. These
ideas, when legislated, enacted, and so institutionalized, corporeally cre-
ate the boundaries by which national selves, and ultimately national
groups, are systematically produced.

There is a third way in which discussions of reproduction contribute
to the reconstruction of states. We have found that in case after case,
debates about reproduction can be understood as coded discussions
about claims to political legitimacy. More precisely, the issue of repro-
duction is one of the means by which the morality and desirability of
political institutions is imagined, and claims for the “goodness” of state
forms are made. This use of debates about reproduction as an allegori-
cal, indirect way of talking about the political future is by no means pe-
culiar to postsocialist tranformations. It is a widespread phenomenon in
other regions and in other historical traditions as well. We argue that the
nature of the politicization and the details of the arguments reveal much
about the particular polity in which they occur.??

REPRODUCTION AS POLITICS 29

In East Central Europe, the debates at first involved the attempt to
make democratic states out of the population and materials of state so-
cialism. A contrast between the morality of democracy as against the im-
morality of communism was often highlighted through debates about
their contrasting approaches to reproductive policies. Whereas commu-
nism, it was claimed, corruptly allowed the killing of fetuses, or equally
corruptly cared only about increasing the labor force, postcommunist
states could and should make principled, moral decisions about such
matters. Or again, if, as many insisted, communism went against nature
in allowing women to circumvent motherhood, postcommunist state
forms and the governments in charge of them promised to uphold the
unchanging forces of a natural gender order. They hoped to rectify the
wrongs of the past and gain credibility and legitimacy. In some cases,
this worked even for the choice of leaders: Anticommunist arguments in
the post-1989 years suggested that leaders who were (reproductively)
linked to the populace because of shared origin and ethnicity were more
authentically “representative” of the populace—in this special, and also
nondemocratic, sense.

But even after the founding of fledgling democratic institutions, there
have continued to be profound and potentially explosive disagreements
about how states should be run and who genuinely belengs in the pol-
ity. Numerous political scientists have recently pointed out that the new
democracies are dependent for their stability on basic agreements that
democracy is “the only game in town.” Free markets go hand in hand
with this game. Yet both political and economic transformations require
legitimation.?* How then do social actors characterize a form of politics
as “good” or better than others? We argue that discussions about hu-
man reproduction have an enormous power to moralize politics because
reproduction is already constituted, in the European tradition we are
examining here, as a natural, primal phenomenon involving the most
fundamental issues of life and death. Legislating reproductive mor