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“Inhabited by Animals
and Beggars”? 
The Case of Hungary 

Andrea Pető   

This article is joining in the recent public debates about future of social 

democracy in Europe and answers to the question how social democracy 

is shaping social imaginary in Hungary. I would like to do so with analysing 

how gender differences are historically conceptualised claiming that the 

unresolved conflict of women’s participation in social democratic 

movement is one of the reasons why social democracy is losing its 

popular support today.
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Baudrillard’s category of simulacrum was inspired by the paragraph story by Jorge Luis Borges, On 

Exactitude in Science. In this short story Borges speaks about an empire which was so attached to the 

map of its own, when the empire collapsed nothing remained but the map, the simulation of the 

land which once was a powerful empire. After the collapse, the land was “inhabited by animals and 

beggars1”.

This article is joining in the recent public debates about future of social democracy in Europe. 

Since the European Parliamentary elections of 2009 conferences and publications are trying to 

diagnose the causes of this recent dramatic decline in popularity. European social democracy is 

facing immense challenges after a long period of when “Social Europe” seemed to be consensual 

road for the future.

Analysts are explaining the loss of popularity by different factors. Some are linking the crises either 

to the transformation of the capital into a new form of global free market capitalism or to the transfor-

mation of the state especially the welfare state provisions or to the transformation of the concept work 

itself. More paranoiac and elitist explanations are blaming the conservative parties “stealing the cloth” 

of the social democrats by integrating their core values into their programs while at the same time de-

priving it from its political transformative potential. These changes in the situation of social democracy 

are all connected to changes in social imaginary: the emerging cult of the individual is undermining 

the collective responsibility for social cohesion, communitarian units (Gemeinschaft) are replacing so-

ciety (Gesellschaft). Social democrats in Europe tried to regulate global free market capitalism with 

social democratic values such as solidarity with a mixed success. We can not identify one or two 

factors which caused the declining popularity of today but rather the story of social democracy 

needs to be retold and re-narrativised for a new start. In this article I would like to answer to the 

question how social democracy is shaping social imaginary in Hungary and I would like to do so 

with analysing how gender differences are conceptualised in social imaginary.

My starting point is Tony Judt, who in his analyses on future of social democracy pointed out that 

nobody ever forecasted the end of the roaming 1920s era, and it still ended among horrible circum-

stances.2 Therefore he concludes, the only factor which can save social democracy in Europe, where 

by now the original social democratic values were mainstreamed largely without their home parties, 

is “a social democracy of fear”. This fear for him means:

“Rather than seeing to restore a language of optimistic progress we should begin by reacquainting 

ourselves with the recent past. The first task of radical dissenters today is to remind their audience of the 

achievements of the twentieth century, along with the likely consequences of our heedless rush to dismantle 

them”.3

1   https://notes.utk.edu/bio/greenberg.nsf/0/f2d03252295e0d0585256e120009adab?OpenDocument
2   �Judt T., What is Living and What is Dead in Social Democracy? The New York Review of Books Vol.56. no.20. December 2009 accessed on 8 

January 2010 at www.nybooks.com
3   Judt T., ibidem.
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So let me start this diffi  cult endeavour to get to know more about our “recent past” with including 

another factor, namely gender into the analysis, trying to explain why social democracy is loosing 

attraction as social imaginary today. I would like to expand the analyses of the “recent past” where 

Tony Judt stopped: to the post WWII period and I would like to focus on Hungary. I am claiming that 

the unresolved confl ict of women’s participation in social democratic movement is one of the reasons 

why social democracy is loosing its popular support today. 

Is social democracy on its way to become a simulacrum in Hungary? Will social democratic im-

aginary disappear from Hungary? In the case of Baudrillard the empire vanished and the simu-

lacrum remained. In the case of Hungary, and the countries who felt at the wrong 

side of the Iron Curtain in 1945, the simulacrum is disappearing and the reality, 

namely the problems are remaining.

Answering to this question about the creation of the simulacrum we 

have to go further back in time following the suggestion by Tony Judt 

examining “our recent past”. 

Social democracy as an ideology was conceived by the found-
ing fathers (and not by mothers) as a response to the problems of 
men who were employed reregulating the relationship between 
the state, capital and citizens. Women’s movement was founded as 
an appendix to the “main movement” extending the argumentation 
of class struggle to the oppression of women by men stating that 
without political, legal, educational emancipation the socialist pro-
gram can not prevail. The Hungarian Social Democratic Party in princi-

ple demanded equally suff rage for both men and women. But the fi ght for 

women’s rights was not on the priority list of the male party leaders. Moreover 

the party leadership did not support the women’s separate mobilization follow-

ing Clara Zetkin, who supported women’s right to vote but she denied that women’s 

question as a separate issue exists. She claimed that women’s issues such as maternal leave, 

breast feeding allowances should be demanded by the social democratic movement as a whole4.  

The publication of Hungarian social democratic journal: Nőmunkás (Female worker) was received 

with resentment by the male dominated trade union and party. The former was afraid of the cheaper 

female workforce snitching paid employment from men therefore started unionization of women, 

while the latter saw a threat in separate women’s movement representing particularism against the 

unity of universalist movement. In Nőmunkás, László Rudas, (1885-1950) pointed out as far as the fi ght 

for suff rage is concerned “We, proletarian women (!) it should not be our aim (the gaining the suff rage A.P) 

for us there is no women’s movement, there is no separate movement, but one movement, the movement 

of the proletariats, the socialism”5. Before WWI the short lived cooperation between the liberals and the 

4   Aranyossi M., Lázadó asszonyok. A magyar nőmunkásmozgalom története 1867–1919. Budapest: Kossuth, 1963, 34. 
5    Rudas L., Polgári és proletár nőmozgalom. In: Nőmunkás, 1906, április 24. Idézi Kovács, M. Mária, A magyar feminizmus korszakfordulója. In: 

Café Bábel, 1994, 4: 180. 
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social democratic women was considered as a “bourgeois” infl uence by the party leaders. The social 

democrats argued with equality while liberals (and conservatives) with diff erence: in this equality 

however gender diff erences were subordinated to the “main aims” of the movement. 

Women who became political agents in the 20th century with the introduction of general suf-

frage changed how politics was played forever as sexual diff erence was introduced into politics.6 The 

question is how the introduction of diff erence changed the universalist social democratic party aims. 

I can bring up in lots of other examples from the interwar period how the sexual “diff erence” was 

subordinated to the universalist party aims in the Hungarian social democratic party. 

Anna Kéthly, who was charismatic female leader of the social democracy much 

before the rise of successful female politicians from Scandinavia, editor of 

the Nőmunkás, nearly never stood up for “women’s rights” publicly outside 

the employment issues. At the same time the female politicians who were 

elected to the Budapest municipal on a social democratic ticket were 

ghettoized in the section on social policy which at the same time of-

fered them a site for political training.

After WWII half of Europe was occupied by the Red Army which 

had serious consequences for gender politics and for the mobilisa-

tional potential of the social democrats. After 1945 the sexual dif-

ference in the countries under Soviet occupation was framed in the 

equality discourse.7 In that frame there were two alternatives: the social 

democratic and the communist handful of home grown and couple 

of hundreds returning from emigration from the Soviet Union. In 1945 

the Social Democrat Party realized to their amazement that the communists, 

who in the interwar period were working under illegal conditions, had used 

their party to popularize themselves, now came out of hiding and demanded 

that they would be the single political representative of the working class.8 The Social 

democrat women’s movement, apart from its well built network and good working rela-

tions with the trade unions, also had conscious politicized women members. The Social Democrats 

after 1945 were proud that their female comrades “work with much greater agility than the average 

man”.9 The fact that it had state administration experience who worked in the Budapest municipal 

social policy section, actively took part in shaping social policy cannot be forgotten either. In the win-

ter of 1945 the Social Democrat women’s movement had the most radical program as far as gender 

equality is concerned; they were not bound by the tactical cautiousness that was so characteristic of 

the communists at that time. In their program the social democrats made a confi dent stand for the 

6    Pető A., Szapor, Judit, Women and the Alternative Public Sphere: toward a Redefinition of Women‘s Activism and the Separate Spheres in East 
Central Europe, in NORA, Nordic Journal of Women‘s Studies. 2004. No.3. Vol. 12. pp. 172-182. 

7    Pető A., A Missing Piece? How Women in the Communist Nomeclature are not Remembering, East European Politics and Society Vol. 16. No. 3. 
Fall 2003 pp. 948-958. 

8   More on this see Pető A., Hungarian Women in Politics 1945-1951, Columbia University Press, East European Monographs Series, 2003. 
9   Archive of Institute of Political History, Budapest (further PIL) 283. 20. 7. p. 268. 
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political and legal emancipation of women, equal pay for equal work, and furthermore, in accord-

ance with broad social democratization, for the complete emancipation of women in the political 

and cultural spheres. 

For the social democrat women’s movement two factors were to prove vital in their loss of social 

influence and to the failure of this promising program. Their resistance was worn down by continual 

friction with the communists and on the other they proved vulnerable when faced with new politi-

cizing methods introduced by the communist. The traditional Social Democrat political culture based 

on democracy, which the communists were so jealous of, was rather a disadvantage than otherwise 

when it came to the struggle for the mobilization of the workers, especially the young ones and the 

winning over of the peasants. On the 1st May celebration in 1945 the social democratic women were 

marching together with men wearing white blouse, dark skirts and red tie, while the communist 

women were marching separately from men wearing red and white dotted headscarf. This difference 

in style and appearance was reflected in how sexual difference was handled by these parties. With 

the merge, which in practice was a take over of the social democrats by the communist, the neces-

sity of politics was victorious over the mission of progressive politics. György Marosán (1908-1992), 

the legendary social democratic leader turned to be loyal communist responsible at that time for the 

women’s section in the party, who often solved conflicts that came up in women’s meetings with 

consciously masculine gestures – by slapping the table, or shouting depending on the situation – 

recognised the essence of the matter: 

“Somewhere in the neighbourhood a new type of person is forming, someone who runs factories, a 

politician, a statesman, a soldier: the socialist woman. What will men who are very left wing, at least verbally, 

do if ten years on from now a woman appears who does not wish to remain a servant?”10 

The end of the social democrat women’s movement by merging with the communists in 1948 is 

perhaps one of the reasons that this question has still not been even asked why politically engaged 

women were subordinated to the class struggle. The construction of dominant masculinity was never 

questioned and the sexual binaries of man and woman remained fixed categories used in political 

mobilisation and in identity politics. The simulacrum was constructed and it was only a question of 

time when it will fall into pieces as the map of the empire in the story by Borges while the problems 

of gender inequality continued to exist.

During the “statist feminist” period the ideological anti-feminism of the communist emancipation 

policy was based on the concept of class struggle. As Miglena Nikolchina pointed out anti “statist 

emancipation” arguments felt into a rhetoric trap as far as gender equality is concerned because it de-

fined the workplace as a site of equality.11 In the private realm gender relations were continued to be 

dominated by traditional representations and expectations of femininity and masculinity.12 Although 

10   PIL 283/20/24. p. 102.	
11   �Pető A., Hungarian Women in Politics, in Transitions, Environments, Translations: The Meanings of Feminism in Contemporary Politics eds. J. 

Scott, C. Kaplan, D. Keats, Routledge, New York, 1997. pp. 153-161.	
12   �For more on how gender operated during statist socialism see: Nikolchina, Miglena, The Seminar: Mode d’emploi Impure Spaces in the Light of 

Late Totalitarianism, in differences 13(1): 96-127 (2002).	
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the initial communist project was to change radically this realm and included hostile attitudes to sex 

as well as the idea of abolishing the family as the early days of the Bolsheviks did. This radicalism was 

quickly relinquished and the small bourgeoisie values were adapted by the communist party and the 

simulacrum was covering the movement. On the level of official party ideology: it was assumed that 

gender equity has been achieved and women’s problems have been resolved with the help of a well 

developed state subsidized child-care system, paid pregnancy leaves, up to three years infant care, 

etc. And the official ideology had its theory of gender (“in so far as women are like men, they are 

equal”), the private sphere had its verbalized dichotomous gendered norms (“boys do not cry”). 

The place where real but unarticulated redefinitions of gender happened was the work place 

which functioned as a nexus of the official and the private. The emancipated attitudes of women 

during communism became a matter of habitual practice learned during paid employment but 

remained largely without a language which might have shaped political mobilisation by gender. 

The result is a lasting transformation of the “praxis” of femininity which will play an important 

role in 1989. If working women did not get very high in the professional and political hierarchies, 

they tended to perceive this as their own choice. This rhetorical strategy as a heritage of the statist 

feminist period is acting against addressing structural discrimination even today. From that point of 

view, women seem to blend easily in their environment so more difficult to address them and this 

partly explains the decrease of women’s membership and active participation in politics in general 

and in the social democratic movement in particular.

In Hungary in the transition process of 1989 the historical social democratic party was also 

re-founded together with the other “historical” parties. As a rule the more the party was historical 

the fewer women were in there in (the historical Round Table debate which redefined Hungarian 

citizenship after the collapse of communism) and the less sensitive the party was to the issue of 

difference. 

At the end of the Cold War the victorious neo-liberal system got into Eastern Europe which also 

opened up space for the deep conservatism of the Hungarian society which survived the 50 years of 

statist feminism unchanged. In 1989 it was the former communist party which got into the market 

of political thoughts with a group of well trained female politicians however their presence did not 

change the dominant masculine identity politics of the party. As the time passed the MZSP (Mag-

yar Szocialista Párt-Hungarian Socialist Party) failed to attract young female members because 

the difference discourse can not be successful mobilization frame in a universalist frame espe-

cially when other alternatives emerged. The revival of the conservative and extreme right wing 

mobilised women in the framework of politics of motherhood13. In that framework the politics of 

motherhood women could find structural support for securing the family. The rhetorical frame of 

maternalism by the victorious conservatism is not questioned by the liberal “new feminism” of the 

13   �Pető A., Die Marien in der Sonne (Die Apokalyptischen Madonnen) In J. Laakso (ed./Hg.), Frau & Nation / Woman & Nation. In Finno-Ugrian 
Studies in Austria 5. Wien: LIT-Verlag 2008. pp. 137-174. and Pető A., Anti-Modernist Political Thoughts on Motherhood in Europe in a Historical 
Perspective in Reframing Demographic Change in Europe. Perspectives on Gender and Welfare State Transformations. Focus Gender. Band 11. 
Lit Verlag. Berlin, 2010. pp. 189-201.	
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young generation who believe that they alone are the source of their own success and they refuse to 

pay for the failures of others or acknowledge that these are structures factors causing discrimination 

neither by the uncertain MSZP which in principle staged itself as the successor of the social demo-

cratic values. The categorisation for “men” and “women” as political agents worked in the early 1900, 

but it remained unresponsive to the political and intellectual shift towards developments of identity 

politics from the 1960s. The simulacrum of social democracy attracts the elderly voters with nostalgia 

but it does not work for the younger ones who are moving towards other alternatives.

As a consequence in the social democratic movement women necessarily are ghettoized into 

the women’s section where they are also fighting for the same agenda of women’s difference but 

in a framework which does not offer them visibility or the acknowledgement of gender difference. 

The members, middle aged and older, white women are as unfit for coalitional politics as were their 

fore-mother, the social democratic women in between 1945 and 1948 without the threat of dissolv-

ing themselves in the agenda defined by others. And today these “others” are numerous. Therefore 

coming up with a feasible strategy for the future is not easy. The social democrats are advocating 

socialist internationalism in an era where the alternatives are polarized around the axis of cosmo-

politanism. They are advocating “women’s politics” when the identity politics of the 1980s is already 

a part of history textbooks. In Europe women’s demands has changed during the past century: 
emphasis moved from needs to rights, not independently from the success of the social demo-
cratic movements earlier and within this from the restricted right to parity in selected areas to 
the larger right of self-determination. This crucial shift was not made in Hungary, the “patriarchal 
bargain” the loyalty to men as a key to self fulfilment was replaced by “party bargain”: the loyalty 
to the MSZP which the women were unable neither to modernise nor to transform. As it is often 
the case with simulacrums. 

Returning the issue of simulacrum which frames my contribution to gender and social democ-

racy to this volume we can not expect a popular impact of social democracy in the future if the 

internationalism and universalism, the two key corner stones of social democratic movement will 

not be reconceptualised This new start should lead to the formation of a new language and a new 

self definition. I would not go as far as Tony Judt claiming that “social democracy” as a term has not 

relevance (everybody is a democrat nowadays and social is a too wide concept to attract anybody). 

Therefore what remained for him is the “fear” from worst to come as a mobilisation force. In that case 

we can only hope that parties claiming social democracy as a heritage will learn from the past mis-

takes and reconsider its position to difference. Otherwise social democracy really becomes a vanish-

ing simulacrum in a land “inhabited by animals and beggars”.
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“Deeds, not words”
The Left and advancing lesbian rights in the context of 
feminism and LGBT rights in the EU  

Maite Morren

This paper will focus on the role of the Left to improve the situation of lesbians and by 

extension other vulnerable groups in the EU. The debate is framed in the wider context 

of lesbians within the feminist movement and in particular, EU policy regarding LGBT 

rights. The evolution of LGBT rights in the UK, Belgium and Spain helps to support the 

argument that the Left has overall been supportive of lesbian/LGBT rights. The main 

conclusion is that advancing lesbian rights in the EU can only be done in a multilayered 

way: by advancing women’s rights, by tailoring certain policies to the specific needs of 

lesbians (e.g.: in healthcare), and by ensuring that LGBT people are not discriminated 

against. In all three areas improvements are necessary, but it is in LGBT rights where 

most work still needs to be done.
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“I came to socialist politics through struggle in my everyday life, and not a theoretical struggle which 

needs to be explained in order for people to understand how they are shit on, but a real daily struggle which 

is visible, all pervading and manifests itself through intimidation, violence, discrimination against me as an 

individual.” (Birch, n.p.)

As this statement by gay left wing activist Mark Asthon demonstrates, the message of equality 

that lies at the core of left-wing politics matches the goals of the gay liberation movement. However, 

those who have been overlooked often are women. The question what the Left has done to 

advance the rights of lesbians in the EU is relevant for many reasons, as in terms of lesbians’ 

visibility, employment, political representation and civic rights there is still much to improve on 

throughout the EU. The evolution of LGBT rights in the UK, Belgium and Spain supports the argument 

that the Left has overall been supportive of lesbian rights. Furthermore, the debate will be framed in 

the wider context of lesbians within the feminist movement and EU policy regarding LGBT rights. 

Feminism, lesbians, the Left and LGBT rights
Women’s rights and lesbian rights are inextricably connected. Without the emancipation of 

women it is doubtful there would be a lesbian movement to speak of. Furthermore, from the 

days of the Suffragette movement, at the beginning of the past century, lesbians have been 

active in the feminist movement. (Holton, 202; Marsh & Thorpe, n.p.) 

It is no coincidence that lesbian politicians who are openly out are almost always from left wing 

parties. Indeed, in Western Europe left wing parties (social-democrats and greens) and ethically 

progressive liberal parties have been at the forefront of pushing for LGBT rights. In the next section 

we will look at the positive impact made by the Labour government in the UK (1997-2010), the ‘purple-

green coalition’ comprising social democrats, greens and liberals in Belgium (1999-2003) and the 

Zapatero government in Spain (2004-…). 

In Eastern and Central Europe the situation was more complicated, with communism stifling civil 

society and isolating the region, while massive societal changes were taking place elsewhere in the 

world. Furthermore, it was believed that ‘ [i]n a perfected socialist society, lesbianism and gayness 

would, it was believed, eventually disappear’ (Tatchell, 31). Censorship also ensured that ‘homosexuality 

did not exist officially’ (Kowalska, 1). 

The UK Labour government (1997-2010)
1  LGBT: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender.
2  �The term ‘lesbian feminism’ as such refers to one particular current (1970s-early 1980s) within the feminist movement, which stressed that 

heterosexism and oppression are intertwined. The implication is made that women in heterosexual relationships are less ‘pure’ feminists and 
that men can bring no contribution at all to advancing women’s rights. Moreover, people’s sexuality would be seen as a conscious choice and 
not a natural given (Phelan, 46-47). It is therefore safe to say that ‘lesbian feminism’ is a school of thought many lesbians who are feminists 
would not identify with.
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The progress made on LGBT rights since 1997 is certainly something Labour can be proud of. It 

has been argued that EU legislation and the infl uence of European courts sped up the progress 

(Robinson, 187; Wilson, 196). In 2000 the government lift the ban on LGBTs in the army (Bedell, n.p.). 

The following year the age of consent was lowered to the age of 16 and was hereby made equal to 

the age of consent for heterosexuals (Bedell, n.p.). 

In 2003 the infamous Section 28 was repealed (Bedell, n.p.). Section 28 certainly deserves some 

further explanation. UK LGBT rights organization Stonewall describes Section 28 as prohibiting ‘local 

authorities in England and Wales from “promoting” homosexuality. It also labelled gay family 

relationships as “pretend” ’ (Stonewall2010b, n.p.). Strictly speaking ‘Section 28 never applied directly 

to schools, only to local authorities’, but its existence as such was enough to cause confusion and 

scare teachers ‘about what they could and could not say and do, and whether they could help pupils 

dealing with homophobic bullying and abuse’ (Stonewall2010b, n.p.). Section 28 made life for gay 

teachers very diffi  cult and hampered schools’ possibilities to tackle homophobic bullying. 

In 2005 there was another breakthrough, as civil partnerships between same-sex partners were 

offi  cially recognized (Bedell, n.p.). In 2007 discrimination in goods and services was put to an end with 

the 2007 Equality Act (Equality Act, n.p.). 

In 2008 the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Bill was approved, which provides equal legal 

recognition for the children of same-sex parents and removes existing barriers to lesbians accessing 

safe, regulated fertility services (Edemariam, n.p). All in all, the Labour government certainly made 

a positive contribution to LGBT rights in the UK.

Belgium’s purple-green coalition 
(1999-2003)

The 1999 federal elections brought about huge changes in the Belgian 

political landscape. For the fi rst time in 40 years the Christian Democrat party 

CVP - currently called CD&V – was not in government (CD&V, n.p.). This was 

seen as a great opportunity by the purple-green government coalition (social 

democrats, liberals, greens) to push for a more ethically progressive agenda, 

including advancing LGBT rights.  

And so they did. 2003 was the year when same-sex marriages were offi  cially 

possible in Belgium, making it the second country in the world, after the 

Netherlands, where same-sex couples could marry. The approval of gay marriage 

paved the way for approving gay adoption and a revised anti-discrimination framework. 

(Cavaria, n.p.)

Only 50 years ago, such developments would have been unthinkable. Especially in deeply 
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Catholic Flanders country, where it was commonplace that priests urged churchgoers to vote Catholic 

(Schampers, n.p.).

The combination of the Christian Democrat party being in opposition for the first time in 40 years 

and the governing left-wing and liberal parties being eager to deal with ethical issues allowed for 

great progress in the area of LGBT rights.

The Zapatero government in Spain (2004-…)
The example of Spain is inspiring for many countries in the EU that are facing difficulties with 

tackling homophobia. Spain went from dictatorship under General Franco (1939-1975) , with 

homosexuals being put into ‘correction camps’ and subjected to torture and persecution to being 

one of the most progressive countries in the EU when it comes to LGBT-rights (Keeley, n.p.). Add to 

this the powerful role of the Catholic Church in Spain and the overall picture of the country’s progress 

on LGBT rights truly becomes impressive.

The PSOE government led by Prime Minister Zapatero pushed for immediate reform. Only one year 

after assuming power, gay marriage was legalized in Spain (2005). Other reforms involved granting 

same-sex couples the right to adoption and improved anti-discrimination legislation (PSOE, n.p.).

The situation of lesbians in the EU
It is very hard to get a clear picture of the position of lesbians as a separate group throughout the 

EU. There is a lack of comparable data and in some countries, such as the UK, most of the repressive 

legislation of the past was geared at punishing male homosexual behaviour. As the legend goes, 

Queen Victoria refused to approve legislation that criminalised homosexual behaviour (1885), unless 

references to women were removed. She did not believe women would be capable of such ‘ghastly 

behaviour’ (Slapper, n.p.). The anecdote does point out where one of the key problems lies with the 

situation of lesbians: a lack of visibility. 

In some cases this is not problematic, as the problems faced by lesbians do not require a separate 

solution specially focused on them as a subgroup. For instance, an employment issue such as the 

gender pay gap can be dealt with through advancing women’s rights. However, there are policy 

areas where it is very clear that a strategy specifically aimed at lesbians is required. Given some 

alarming statistics on cigarette smoking and alcohol use there is a need to focus on lesbian health 

(Gruskin, 1). In addition, mental health problems, especially among young lesbians require attention 

and most likely linked to a lack of visibility and positive lesbian role models in the public sphere. Take 

the following data from Belgium, where research from Ghent University shows that 33 to 45% of all 

young Flemish LGBTs (<26) considers suicide (Cavaria, 2). The research is particularly alarming when 

the results regarding girls under 26 is taken into account. (Cavaria, 2). Of this group 25% of the lesbian 
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girls claimed to have attempted suicide, as opposed to 5,4% of the straight girls (Cavaria, 2). If the 

psychological well-being of young gay people is already so bad in a relatively gay-tolerant region as 

Flanders, then one can only be concerned about the psychological well-being of youngsters in 

regions where there is no legal protection at all. Another healthcare issue is visitors’ rights in hospitals. 

There have been cases of people not being allowed to visit their partner in the maternity ward, as 

they were not seen as family. 

Although it is hard to get a clear picture of the situation of lesbians in the EU as a subgroup, much 

can be said about the EUs achievements and shortcomings regarding LGBT rights as a whole.

EU achievements on LGBT rights
In more than 80 countries worldwide homosexuality is a criminal offence (Economist, n.p.). The 

punishments vary from prison sentences to the death penalty. The worst offenders are countries in 

the Middle East, Africa and Asia, whereas North America and Europe provide for the most protection. 

Arguably, the EU has a good track record on gay rights. 

In this section an overview of the main legal measures taken by the EU will be given. Article 13 of 

the EU Treaty and the Employment Directive are of particular importance. The new member states 

had to adopt this legislation, along with the rest of the acquis communautaire . 

Firstly, the ‘unacceptability of discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation’ is specifically 

mentioned in the most important EU document, its Treaty (ILGAEurope2008a, n.p.). Indeed, Article 13, 

which entered EU law with the Treaty of Amsterdam (1997), gives the Community the ability to ‘take 

appropriate action to combat discrimination based on sex, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, 

age or sexual orientation’ (ILGAEurope2008a, n.p.; Kowalska, 2). 

Secondly, all EU member states ‘have agreed to ban such discrimination in employment by the end of 

2003’ with the Employment Directive that was adopted in 2000. On 2 July 2008 the European 

Commission proposed a new single horizontal anti-discrimination Directive (ILGAEurope2008b, n.p.) 

However, ‘[i]n order to become EU law, this proposed Directive needs to be adopted unanimously by all EU 

Member States’ (ILGAEurope2008b, n.p.). It is mainly Germany that is opposing the comprehensive 

anti-discrimination legislation. 

Furthermore, in 2000 the EU has adopted the Charter of Fundamental Rights, which mentions 

sexual orientation as a prohibited ground of discrimination, making it the first international human 

rights charter to do so. (ILGAEurope2008a, n.p.). 

Next to these binding measures there are the non-legally binding resolutions by the European 

Parliament, which carry some political weight, such as the 1994 Resolution on equal rights for 

3  �Vinke J., Suicidal acts and ideation in homosexual and bisexual young people: a study of prevalence and risk factors. 35 Social Psychiatry and 
Psychiatric Epidemiology, 494-500, 2000.
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homosexuals and lesbians in the EC. A latest breakthrough, dating from June 2010, is the development 

of a toolkit, prepared by the Council of the European Union in consultation with civil society 

organisations, that outlines what the EU should be doing abroad to defend the human rights of LGBT 

people abroad (Intergroup, n.p.).

EU shortcomings on LGBT rights
The main problem with current EU anti-discrimination legislation is that there seems to be ‘a hierarchy’ 

of minorities in the EU, with ‘some vulnerable groups enjoying better protection than others, without any 

possible explanation as to why this difference in treatment is there in the first place’ (Kochenov, 10). 

In the early 1990s gay rights activist Peter Tatchell remarked that there were ‘[t]ensions and 

contradictions within the [European] Commission over how to respond to demands for lesbian and gay 

equality’ (Tatchell, 19). Although it would even be possible to counter discrimination against LGBTs on 

the grounds of this discrimination ‘contradicting the EC’s goal of creating an obstacle -free internal market’ 

the Commission chose to emphasize that it ‘has no legal power to outlaw anti-homosexual 

discrimination’, as this would be in conflict with ‘the laws and values contained in the cultural traditions 

of the different member states’ (Tatchell, 19). Imagine the same argument being used to defend long-

standing ‘traditions’ of sexism and violence against women, racism and anti-Semitism. This imbalance 

is even reflected in EU legislation. For instance, if the Employment Directive protects the rights of 

LGBTs in the workplace the question arises why protection from discrimination should be limited to 

the workplace for LGBTs if the scope of the Race Directive is much wider (Kochenov, 10). 

In 2008, the Commission gave in to the lobbying of MEPs, civil society and trade unions to provide 

for ‘a single horizontal anti-discrimination Directive, covering the grounds of age, disability, religion/belief 

and sexual orientation’ (ENAR , 1). This would do away with the current inconsistencies. However, it 

remains to be seen whether key member state Germany will be convinced to support comprehensive 

anti-discrimination legislation, although the criticism from NGOs such as Amnesty International and 

from key EU officials is rising. To put it in the words of Belinda Pyke, head of the European Commission’s 

anti-discrimination department: “German businesses - please ask why it’s impossible for Germany to 

support the non-discrimination directive” (Retmann, n.p.)

A second problem with the EU’s LGBT policy is that homosexuals couples are still considered 

inferior to heterosexual couples. The EU is hereby lagging behind on the UN, as the judgments made 

by the European Court of Justice (ECJ) offer less protection to homosexual couples as those made by 

the UN Human Rights Committee (UN HCR). Compare the judgment of the HCR in Young v Australia 

(2000) with the ECJ decision in D v Council (1999). In Young v Australia, the UN HCR judged that ‘the 

partner of an Australian veteran, was entitled to a government pension’, as ‘there was no legitimate reason 

4  �The Directive is also known as the ‘EU Directive Establishing a General Framework for Equal Treatment in Employment and Occupation or 
Council Directive 2000/78/EC (Council2000, 16).

5  The body of common rights and obligations which bind all the Member States together within the European Union. (EU Glossary, n.p.)
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to deny same-sex partners the government benefi ts off ered to heterosexual couples’ (Kochenov, 14). By 

contrast, the ECJ found in D v Council that a Swedish man in a civil partnership was not entitled to 

family benefi ts by his employer in Brussels, whereas he would have been entitled to those in Sweden. 

The underlying reasoning was that the Court did indeed fi nd a legitimate reason to discriminate, 

which is that ‘partnerships between persons of the same sex registered in one of the EU member states 

cannot be comparable to marriage between a woman and a man’ (Stonewall2010a, n.p.). In other words, 

LGBT-partnerships are second-rate compared to heterosexual marriage.

Thirdly, the EU has failed its LGBT-citizens in that it could have done more for LGBTs in the new 

member states during the accession procedure. Although much has improved in legal 

terms in the new member states thanks to the accession procedure, such as a ban on 

the criminalization of homosexuality and the equalization of the age of consent, the 

motor behind this change was the determination to join the EU and not a change in 

attitude of the public opinion or even the political establishment (Kochenov, 14; 

Smiszek, 45). The accession states had to meet the Copenhagen criteria, such as 

human rights and respect for and protection of minorities and adopt the acquis 

communautaire. However, in 2002, almost ten years after the Copenhagen 

criteria were put in place, the European Commission ‘annual reports on the 

progress of the accessions countries’ only mentioned discrimination based on 

sexual orientation ‘briefl y and cursorily’ (Swiebel, 1). At that time the Commission 

held fi rm ‘that the accession states already fulfi ll the political criteria despite the 

persistence of discriminatory provisions in their Penal Codes’ (Swiebel, 1). The result of 

this ambivalent attitude is evident today, with offi  cial homophobia rife in many of 

the new member states. For instance, in Latvia the Parliament initially ‘refused to amend 

national legislation in order to outlaw discrimination based on sexual orientation’, which 

would be required according to the Employment Directive (Kochenov, 15). 

Conclusion
Despite great improvements in the situation of lesbians in the EU, which are partly to attribute to 

the eff orts of left wing governments - such as those in the UK, Spain and Belgium – gaps are remaining. 

Firstly, knowledge of the situation of lesbians in the EU is incomplete, due to a lack of comparable 

data. There is much more data to be found on gay men and on LGBT people as a whole. Furthermore, 

lesbians ‘invisibility’ is not only evident in the area of research, but also in society as a whole. Another 

6   “An American company might decide to locate its European headquarters in the United Kingdom. Staff from various EC countries would probably 
be seconded to the new headquarters. While in the UK, [LGB staff ] would be rendered vulnerable to discrimination and prosecution because of 
their sexuality in the following ways: a) They would have no legal protection against anti-homosexual discrimination in the workplace […] b)
The male personnel could be liable to prosecution under the criminal law if they have sex with other men, unless both aged 21 or over and their 
sexual acts occur in a private dwelling behind locked doors and windows, with no other person present in any part of the house. ( Tatchell, 56-57).

7  Tatchell quotes Daniela Napoli” ( Tatchell, 19).
8  Council Directive 2000/43/EC (Kochenov, 10).
9  European Network Against Racism.
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serious problem, which could be linked to a lack of positive role models is the high rate of depression 

among young lesbians. Moreover, in certain policy areas, such as healthcare, medical research shows 

that there is a clear need for a specific policy on lesbians. 

The main conclusion is that advancing lesbian rights in the EU can only be done in a multilayered 
way: by advancing women’s rights, by tailoring certain policies to the specific needs of lesbians, 
and by ensuring that LGBT people are not discriminated against. In all three areas improvements 
are necessary, but it is in LGBT rights where most work still needs to be done. The frontline of the 
gay rights struggle in the EU is not only in Eastern and Central Europe, but also in the older 
member states, where young LGBT people feel isolated and where homophobic bullying at 
schools is near to epidemic (Hunt & Jensen, 2). 

‘Deeds, not words’ was the slogan of the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), founded by 

Suffragete leader Emmeline Pankhurst in 1903 (Hughes, n.p.). When the words of legislation are laid 

down, it takes a long time for people’s attitudes to change and for the real-life experience of LGBT 

people throughout the EU to improve. And once progress has been achieved, we should never rest 

assured that the situation cannot deteriorate. Europe’s totalitarian past is not ‘dead load which by itself 

time will bury in oblivion’ (Arendt, iv; Mazower, 12). To neglect Europe’s dark past of oppressing minorities 

would be foolish, as liberty is far too precious. Safeguarding rights and freedoms that have been 

dearly fought for: there certainly is a task for the Left in Europe.
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political extremisms.
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Ernst STETTER, born in 1952, is Secretary General of the Foundation for European Progressive Studies 

(FEPS) since its creation on 30th January 2008. He is an economist and political scientists, and a 

regular commentator on EU affairs in media. Mr Stetter studied at Universities of Tübingen and 

Heidelberg in Germany, focusing his research on the issues such as: international trade, finance, 
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politics, she specializes in the political history of the European Union, party political systems 

across Europe, and labour market and social policies within the Union. Therefore in FEPS she 

is in charge of the “Next Left” and the “Social Europe” projects. Prior to obtaining her Ph.D., Ms Skrzypek studied at the 
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The next issue, the next challenge 

Dear Readers,

It is a great pleasure to present to you herewith the second edition of the FEPS scientific 
magazine “Queries”. 

Only three months ago you were holding in your hands or clicking on the historical ‘first 
ever’ issue, which was published under the theme “Next Left, Next Europe”. It reads 
‘holding or clicking’, as the first number was released in two forms: a hard copy one 
(which were sent out to all the FEPS contacts) and a fluid book. However the idea is to 
now focus and in the future on the e-version, which is considered as an adaptation to 
modern times: both easier to distribute and undoubtedly more environmentally friendly. 

The mission of “Queries” as FEPS quarterly publication is to become a European reference 
point as a periodical in which different, intriguing questions on the future of our continent 
and our community are posed. Its task is to inspire an intellectual debate, to dare to 
propose a new vision. This is why editors see all the reactions that “Queries” have provoked 
so far as an important, encouraging signal and wish to reiterate herewith a sincere 
invitation to all, who wish to contact us on the matter or contribute with the texts to the 
future issues.

This second issue entitled “Queries: The next wave of emancipation” mirrors one of the key 
contemporary debates on equality, particularly focusing on one aspect – gender. Starting 
with a historical overview, the distinguished authors outlined the chronological evolution 
of different national emancipation movements’ agendas. They were described in both 
national and the European context, in regards to the field of economic, social and political 
rights. An interesting aspect is the link between the feminist aspirations and the general 
socialist agenda, which in many cases did not exist to begin with. Later it was developed 
in parallel, and only in fact at the end of the 20th century did it become a coherent, 
indispensable part of the left’s programmes across the continent. What is more, the state 
of play seem to vary – depending also on the post-war history of the respective social 
democratic party. Naturally, the authors expose in the same time the issues that still have 
not been tackled or not yet combated, such as discrimination in the European labour 
market, women’s rights to chose about their health and bodies, stereotypes and 
prejudices in politics, not to mention still existing women’s trafficking and gender based 
domestic violence. These together with the new dilemmas, brought along by an era of 
globalization, constitute what can be seen as a new agenda to stand, mobilize and fight 
for. The question that the authors leave the Readers with is therefore also, how to make 
these ambitious goals the integrated key targets within the renewed programme that all 
hope to see social democracy delivering in the nearest future.

Dr. Ania Skrzypek

FEPS Policy Advisor – Managing Editor of Queries


