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This is the key reference for contemporary historical and political approaches to gender across 

Central-Eastern Europe and Eurasia. Leading scholars examine the region’s highly diverse 

politics, histories, cultures, ethnicities, and religions, and how these structures intersect with 

gender alongside class, sexuality, coloniality, and racism. With a focus on defining debates, the 

collection considers how the shared experiences, especially communism, affect political forces’ 

organization of gender through a broad variety of topics including feminisms, ideology, violence, 

independence, regime transition, and public policy. 
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Part 6: Postcommunist Policy Issues  
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Part 5 The Ambiguous Postcommunist Transitions  

Janet Elise Johnson, Mara Lazda, and Katalin Fábián 

 

Part 5 of this Handbook is about the reconstructing of gender as Central-Eastern European and 

Eurasian (CEE&E) societies have moved away from Leninist interpretations of communism and 

developed a variety of economies and political regimes in new relationships with Europe, Russia, 

neighbors, and more distant parts of the world. Pointing out similarities to other regional contexts 

and using different analytical lenses such as postcolonialism, some scholars suggest that 

postcommunism should no longer be the guiding framework for analyzing gender. Chapters in 

this Part demonstrate the possibilities and challenges of situating the study of gender in CEE&E 

within and beyond the differentiated, but shared legacy of the communist experience and 

postcommunist transitions. Moving past the unanswerable questions as to whether the 

political-economic transitions were better or worse for women than for men, Part 5 embraces 

ambiguity as an analytical tool.  

 

The evaluation of the transition has to be seen as ambiguous when intersectionality is taken 

seriously. For many in the region, there is a narrative of sustained crisis. The livelihoods of 

working class and minority women and men as well as older women have become more 

precarious with deindustrialization and the drastic cutting of state jobs and services, exacerbated 

by the austerity measures adopted by most regimes in the wake of the global financial crash in 

2008. But, chapters here also interpret how some women and a few LGBTQ people, as well as 

elite men, benefit from privileges of class, nationality, religion, and postcommunist generation 

that enable them to participate in new economic, political, and migration opportunities.  
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Claiming ambiguity in the political transitions, the chapters ascertain how democratization holds 

more promise for gender equality, but deeper democratization instead of less needed in the wake 

of multiple continuing transitions. Some countries, such as Russia, have never consolidated even 

the minimal form of democracy and others as Hungary and Poland have moved away from it, 

with governing elites instead turning to sexism, homophobia, racism, and xenophobia to generate 

support for their form of authoritarianism. While membership in the European Union, which 

eleven postcommunist countries had attained by 2020, held promise for gender and LGBTQ 

equality in the 2000s, chapters in this Part show ambiguous results in terms of meaningful 

inclusion of women and alternative sexual identities. Accession required passing gender equality 

reforms and anti-discrimination laws as well as the creation of gender equality policy agencies, 

but scholars consistently find that the EU’s efforts have been thin and inconsistent. Most polities 

in the region lack the political interest to consolidate these reforms long term; many have 

backtracked when confronted by anti-gender activism. Similarly, the Council of Europe’s 

“Convention on preventing and combating violence against women” (the Istanbul Convention) 

became politicized and hamstrung in postcommunist countries for its claims that gender is 

socially constructed. The chapters stake a claim for further inflection points for gender beyond 

1989/1991, such as EU accession and the global financial crisis. 

 

Expanding the perspective beyond the borders of CEE&E, this Part also finds migration 

ambiguous, especially in terms of how to assess agency and shifting identities in these situations 

constrained by economics, asylum laws, sexism, and homophobia. Some women migrants find 

themselves in abusive condistions as health care providers, domestic workers, sex workers, and 
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in the garment trade, such as Ukrainian, Russian, and Moldovan women employed in Turkey, but 

chapters here show that migration may enable them to challenge gendered expectations of 

all-encompassing motherhood and create now kinds of intimacy. Similarly ambigious are the 

privileges and marginalization of some gay men and lesbians who needed to leave especially 

after Russia’s anti-gay legislation, to places they imagined as more LGBTQ-friendly, like Berlin, 

Israel, and New York City, but then are compelled to choose between their various national, 

religious, and sexual identities. 

 

The substantial international attention centered on the use of rape as a weapon of war in the 

former Yugoslavia has appeared least ambiguous, bringing important innovations in international 

law. These include the fuller incorporation of women’s voices as victims and advocates in the 

post-conflict accountability process and the recognition of rape as a war crime; however, local 

activists found that this came at the cost of downplaying women’s agency and could not provide 

much needed social support on the ground.  The attention to this conflict, where the gendered 

dynamics were made so evident, has made it harder for gendered scholarship to attend to 

not-so-frozen conflicts in territories around the former Soviet Union, such as Nagorno Karabakh. 

These conflicts too have displaced and disempowered many women and women’s activists and 

exacerbated turns toward gender traditionalism in the nation-states involved in the conflict.  
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