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National women’s organizations were a ubiquitous feature of all of the east
European state socialist countries during the twentieth century. Although the
character of these organizations varied from country to country, they were all
state-run mass organizations headed by political appointees who were vari-
ously charged with mobilizing domestic women and representing their na-
tions at international forums concerning women’s rights. Together with the
national youth organizations and the national pensioners associations, mass
women’s organizations were theoretically open to all members of society,
whether they were official members of the Communist Party or not.

In the west these mass women’s organizations were treated with suspi-
cion. Their advocacy efforts were downplayed or discredited because of their
leaders’ political commitments to various forms of Marxism-Leninism. In
studies of women’s activism during the Cold War, feminist scholars tended
to uncritically view these organizations as only capable of taking direction
from the top, with the sociologist Maxine Molyneux stating in 1981 that “all
[communist] political institutions are designed primarily to execute party pol-
icy and to mobilize their particular constituencies for the fulfillment of state
goals.” Even in research produced after 1990, east European mass women’s
organizations continue to be discredited or ignored, with the historian Fran-
cisca de Haan arguing that feminist scholarship is still heavily influenced by
lingering Cold War biases against communist women.?

Recently, however, feminist scholars have begun to question the assump-
tions underlying the idea that state socialist women’s organizations were
merely appendages of male-controlled communist parties and that their role
was merely to mobilize women’s support for party goals. This article contrib-
utes to the emerging body of scholarship on state socialist women’s organiza-
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tions by examining the case of the Komitet na dvizhenieto na blilgarskite zheni
(Committee of the Bulgarian Women’s Movement, CBWM). This article dem-
onstrates that the CBWM was successful at representing Bulgarian women’s
interests, despite the structural limitations within which they were working.
The leaders of the CBWM were able to extract resources from recalcitrant
politicians for whom women’s issues were, at best, secondary concerns. This
case study challenges the persistent stereotypes about communist women’s
organizations and explores the politically constrained definition of critical
concepts such as self-actualization and state feminism.

State Feminism under State Socialism

One of the key recommendations of the first United Nations Conference on
Women, held in Mexico City in 1975, was that individual countries should cre-
ate national machineries to help promote women’s rights. These new state-
based organizations, agencies, and gender desks spawned a class of profes-
sional feminists, sometimes called “femocrats,” who worked within state
bureaucracies (as state employees) to advocate for women’s equality. This
phenomenon of state-based advocacy for women’s rights is analytically re-
ferred to as state feminism.>

According to Amy Mazur and Dorothy McBride, the term entered academic
and policy-making parlance in the 1980s, originating out of the experience of
women working successfully within Scandinavian national contexts.* When
applied to western democracies, the term was primarily descriptive; it merely
named a particular arrangement whereby feminist movements were success-
fully integrating themselves into the established corridors of power. But West
German sociologists also deployed the phrase to deride women’s organizing
in the eastern bloc. The West Germans “criticized established women’s agen-
cies and party-sponsored groups as a way of controlling women and co-opting
women’s movements, rather than encouraging an autonomous approach to
women’s rights.”

Thus, while state feminist projects might be efficacious in the west, from
the outset they were considered detrimental to women’s organizing in the
east. In 1978 the political scientist Barbara Wolfe Jancar wrote, “The inability
of women in Communist societies to organize independently clearly hampers
female political participation. The national women’s committees cannot be
said to represent women.” Jancar’s book Women under Communism and a
dissertation by the political scientist Sharon Wolchik were the first studies
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that attempted a sustained examination of the inner workings of communist
women’s organizations in the eastern bloc.” In both cases, the texts were writ-
ten before the critical interventions of postcolonial studies, and it was Amer-
ican political scientists who were defining the “appropriate” goal of a true
feminist movement: the emancipation of women as autonomous, individual
subjects. Jancar writes as follows: “Throughout history, women have served
the patriarchal establishment, whether as supporters of the status quo or as
revolutionaries seeking to replace one variant of male political order with an-
other. Women are continuing this support in the Communist countries. . . .
The fact of the matter is that in no Communist country do we find policies
toward women—or men for that matter—directed at their self actualization.”®

Jancar does not theorize the concept of self-actualization other than to say
that the goals of feminism have entered a new stage, in which “the question
[of feminism)] is not how to better one’s material standard of living, but how to
improve the quality of one’s life,” and that “the current women’s movement
in the United States exemplifies this new stage.” The first assumption is that
feminists should no longer be concerned with their “material standard of liv-
ing,” and the second, implicit assumption is that self-actualization is a form of
individual empowerment that must be achieved independent of the state and
society (and most likely in the United States!).

One set of problems with the current stereotype of communist women’s or-
ganizations, therefore, is that it is derivative of a liberal feminist politics that
is universalistic and insensitive to cultural variation in women’s definitions of
self-actualization. In her study of the Egyptian women’s mosque movement,
the anthropologist Saba Mahmood argues that pious Islamic women find
self-actualization through actively practicing the affects and comportments
necessary to embody the kind of submission that they deem appropriate for
women. These Egyptian women embraced a politics of submission and used
their shared commitment to the Islamic feminine ideal as the basis for public
action, thus leading Mahmood to question the feminist valorization of the
emancipated political subject.’ Building on Mahmood’s work, Japanologist
Amy Borovoy and I have challenged the idea that feminist political projects
should only be operationalized with the goal of creating individual, autono-
mous political subjects.! The idea that women’s self-actualization requires
the production of individual, autonomous subjects liberated from all social
obligations reifies a particularly Anglo-American conception of the feminist
project. If self-actualization is about improving “the quality of one’s life,” then
women may decide that improving the material conditions of their families,
communities, or even states is an important part of their own sense of self-
fulfillment. Thus, broadening the definition of self-actualization allows us to
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reconsider women’s movements and organizations that have been previously
regarded as insufficiently feminist because they do not focus exclusively on
the individual.

A second set of issues with the received wisdom about communist mass
women’s organizations is that it privileges independent, nongovernmental or-
ganizations over state-based policy agencies and women’s mass organizations
even when there is clear evidence of the latter’s significant achievements in
terms of women’s literacy, education, legal equality, reproductive rights, and
incorporation into the labor force—achievements that must have contributed
to women’s self-actualization. Even when these achievements are grudgingly
recognized, they are discredited because they came from the top down rather
than the bottom up. For example, McBride and Mazur argue that

women’s policy machinery will reach high levels of state feminism, on the
one hand, when the state is defined as a site of social justice and has the struc-
tural capacity to institutionalize new demands for equality, and on the other,
when society sustains widely supported feminist organizations that chal-
lenge sex hierarchies through both radical politics from outside and reform
politics in unions and parties. . . . If these conditions do not exist, then al-
though politicians may establish women’s policy offices, these units will
have a hard time either influencing women’s equality policy or empowering
women’s interests in society or both. As the contrasting case of Poland shows,
when feminist organizing is absent and the state is impervious to democratic
influence, women'’s policy machinery may even be used as a tool for authori-
tarian control.?

In their edited collection, Comparative State Feminism, McBride and Ma-
zur use the one case of communist Poland to set up a tautology whereby state
feminism is only effective and desirable when there are independent women’s
organizations operating outside the formal structures of the state. And yet if
one reads Jean Robinson’s chapter on Poland, it is clear that the Liga Kobiet
Polskich (Polish Women’s League, LKP), albeit certainly constrained by their
dependence on the Communist Party, was able to influence women’s equality
policy and empower women'’s interests in society.”> Although Robinson also
argues that an “independent civil society” is necessary for successful state
feminism, she does acknowledge that the LKP, in its efforts to protect access
to legal abortion services and introduce sex education into schools, opposed
both the Polish state and the church, and that this did “suggest that the LK
was more than merely a propaganda tool for the party.”* That the entire theo-
retical apparatus of state feminism would exclude all communist countries
from the possibility of successfully using the model based on one case study
of Poland demonstrates that McBride and Mazur uncritically viewed all of
these countries as an undifferentiated whole. Furthermore, they based their
conclusions on a very narrow reading of this case study, using the lack of a
civil society to undermine all of the LKP’s achievements for women and ignor-
ing the evidence that the Liga sometimes stood in opposition to the state.
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In 2005 Wang Zheng questioned the limited “intellectual parameters of
feminist scholars” in her examination of the All-Chinese Women'’s Federation
(ACWF).!> She writes, “The lack of desire or imagination to excavate women’s
role in the policymaking process in the socialist state may have much to do
with a fast-held assumption about the socialist state: it is too centralized and
monolithic to have any space for women’s intervention.”® In her work Wang
argues against the idea that the ACWF was merely an organ of the Chinese
Communist Party, demonstrating that although they were forced to work
within the system, women were able to challenge the Chinese patriarchal or-
der, using the language of communism as an ideological tool."”

In the last few years more feminist scholars have begun to reassess the
accomplishments of state socialist mass women’s organizations in Hungary
and Romania, in Yugoslavia, and more broadly for the Women’s International
Democratic Federation, an umbrella organization supported by the eastern
bloc countries.!® The present article hones in on the domestic activities of the
CBWM, contributing to the broader scholarly effort to rethink the concept of
self-actualization and challenging the presumption that women’s organiza-
tions must be independent from the state in order to be effective. The Bulgar-
ian case provides additional evidence that socialist women’s organizations
could advocate for women’s interests, and help to improve women’s quality of
life, despite their relationship to the state.

Methodology

The history of the CBWM’s domestic activities was gathered using a combina-
tion of archival research and ethnographic interviews with Bulgarian women
associated with the CBWM between 1968 and 1990. The primary archival col-
lections consulted for this study include the official archive of the CBWM in
the Central State Archive in Sofia, Bulgaria, and the personal papers of its
long-standing president, Elena Lagadinova." I also consulted back issues of
Zhenata dnes (the Woman Today), the CBWM’s official monthly magazine, and
of Biuletin (the Bulletin), its official monthly newsletter, as well as a variety of
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official CBWM publications held in the Bulgarian National Library (Narodna
biblioteka “Sv. sv. Kiril i Metodii”) and in the Harry Elkins Widener Memorial
Library at Harvard University.

The archival evidence is supplemented by interviews that I conducted
with sixteen Bulgarian women who were journalists and activists with the
CBWM. At the time that I began this research, in 2010, the youngest of these
women was sixty-eight years old and the oldest was ninety. These interviews
were usually conducted in Bulgarian in the women’s homes and lasted several
hours each. Interviews were conducted in June-July 2010, March 2011, July
2011, March 2012, July 2012, March 2013, and July—August 2013. They total
more than four hundred hours, including over ninety hours of ethnographic
interviews with Elena Lagadinova. Archival research and ethnographic in-
terviewing were conducted simultaneously. Through a dialectic process of
inquiry, I asked questions and sought answers not only from the historical
record but also from the recollections of those responsible for producing that
record. Due to space limitations, I disproportionately rely on the archival ma-
terials for this article, but my arguments here are thoroughly informed by the
extensive interviews that I have conducted in the last four years.?°

The Bulgarian Women’s “Revolution”

The history of feminist activism in Bulgaria is rich—too rich to explore in one
journal article. The Btilgarski zhenski suiuz (Bulgarian Women’s Union) was
founded in 1901, and women were actively organizing throughout the first
half of the twentieth century.?! Although the Dimitrov Constitution (the Con-
stitution of Bulgaria in effect from 1947 to 1971) finally granted women full
legal equality with men in 1947, this article focuses on the “great women’s
revolution” that occurred in Bulgaria beginning in the mid-1960s.

Writing retrospectively in 2003, the Bulgarian journalist and sociologist
Maria Dinkova argued that the most progressive leap forward for Bulgarian
women came during the third decade of communist rule.?? In her own recount-
ing of the early days of this “great women’s revolution,” Dinkova attributes
its early success to two key women who were working within the structure of
the Bulgarian Communist Party (BCP). Both of them were committed Marxists
and had been politically active in the struggle against the Nazi-allied Bulgar-
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ian monarchy during World War II. Both were empowered to act on behalf of
Bulgarian women, and like state feminists in Scandinavia each woman used
her position of authority and influence to push through policy changes that
would help to improve the quality of Bulgarian women’s lives.

The first woman was Sonia Bakish. She was a member of the editorial col-
lective of Zhenata dnes from 1958 to 1980 and served as its editor-in-chief for
over seventeen years.?> Born in 1925, Bakish was the Jewish Bulgarian wife of
Stanko Todorov, a member of the Politburo and the longest serving Prime Min-
ister of Bulgaria. As an editor, Bakish was determined to make the magazine
relevant to Bulgarian women. Beginning in 1965, Bakish hired a team of young
journalists who believed that while socialism had solved some of the problems
facing Bulgarian women, it had created a host of new ones.?* Maria Dinkova
was one of the young journalists who became a member of the editorial collec-
tive, and I had the opportunity to interview her in 2010, 2011, and 2012.

According to Dinkova, it was Bakish who decided to publish articles in
Zhenata dnes that pointed out deficiencies in the state socialist system. Ordi-
narily, all journalism was subject to oversight by a special subcommittee of
the Central Committee of the BCP. This committee singled out several early
articles published in Zhenata dnes in 1967, 1968, and 1969, claiming that they
were not sufficiently laudatory of communism’s achievements. Bakish, per-
haps enjoying the protection afforded by having her husband on the Polit-
buro, insisted that women’s issues needed to be addressed and she pushed
the status quo.

Bakish’s decision to discuss real women’s problems increased the popu-
larity of what was already a popular magazine.”> Zhenata dnes had one of
the largest publishing circulations in Bulgaria.?® The magazine had started
in 1945 with twenty-four pages and a circulation of twenty thousand. By 1976
the magazine was forty-eight-pages long and there were four hundred thou-
sand copies in Bulgarian and one hundred twenty thousand in Russian.?” In
a letter to Aleksandiir Lilov, a secretary of the Central Committee, the CBWM
complained that there were at least one hundred thousand Bulgarian women
who wanted a subscription to the magazine, but they were unable to meet this
demand because they had used up their paper quota.?® By the end of the 1970s
Zhenata dnes was allowed to print five hundred thousand Bulgarian and one
hundred thousand Russian editions for a population of about 4.5 million
women, meaning that almost one in every seven Bulgarian women received
the magazine.? Zhenata dnes not only promoted the discussion of women’s is-
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sues among women domestically, it became a valuable platform for dialogue
between the committee and ordinary working women.>°

The revenue from subscriptions went directly into the budget of the CBWM.
This income was one of the most important factors supporting the indepen-
dence of the CBWM from the central communist authorities.! Unlike the Liga
Kobiet in Poland, which was dependent on the Communist Party for its fi-
nances, the CBWM had its own discretionary funds.?> The CBWM used this
money to support a wide variety of domestic initiatives, including the fund-
ing of key studies that provided empirical evidence for the ongoing problems
experienced by women in communist Bulgaria. Thus, Bakish’s stewardship
of the publication increased not only its own readership but also the financial
strength of the CBWM.

The other key figure in the Bulgarian women’s movement was Elena Laga-
dinova. Like Bakish, Lagadinova fought in WWII. Beginning at age eleven,
she was the youngest female partisan in a family of national heroes, a iatak
(helper or supporter of partisans) running messages to her father and broth-
ers in the mountains.?® After the war Lagadinova was sent to the Soviet Union
for her education. She earned a doctoral degree in biology. Upon her return
to Bulgaria she was appointed as an agricultural geneticist in the Bulgarian
Academy of Sciences. Lagadinova spent thirteen years as a working scientist,
eventually earning her habilitation.>*

In 1945 an antifascist hero named Tsola Dragoicheva was charged with
the creation of a women’s committee. This committee was called the Naroden
zhenski sujuz (Bulgarian Popular Women’s Union, BPWU) and was handed
over to yet another prominent communist, Rada Todorova.* Between 1946
and 1950 the BPWU busied itself with the task of eradicating illiteracy among
women and increasing their access to education and employment.>® By 1950,
however, Bulgaria’s Stalinist double, Valko Chervenkov, decided that Bul-
garian women did not need a separate women’s organization. The BPWU
was dissolved. All domestic activities regarding women’s issues devolved to
the women’s desks of the Fatherland Front, the trade unions, and the coop-
eratives.’” There did remain a national Committee of Democratic Bulgarian
Women, still headed by Todorova, but it was only empowered to represent
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Bulgaria at international forums.?8 It had no authority over domestic women’s
issues.

In 1954 Todor Zhivkov became the First Secretary of the Central Commit-
tee of the Bulgarian Communist Party. He presided over a massive transfor-
mation and industrialization of Bulgaria’s economy.> After the first decade
of his rule, Zhivkov decided that technical expertise was just as important as
loyalty to the Communist Party when it came to running state enterprises. In
1968 he introduced a new plan to give greater control of Bulgaria’s economy
to scientific experts and technocrats, thereby reducing the influence of Com-
munist Party cadres.“? This bold step was a precursor to the 1971 Zhivkov Con-
stitution, which consolidated Todor Zhivkov’s own power while at the same
time trying to increase the “democratic” participation of Bulgarian citizens
through a reinvigoration of mass organizations.

By 1968 Bulgarian women had been fully incorporated into the labor force
but at a huge cost to the prospects for future population growth. Anecdotal
evidence suggested that women were finding it difficult to combine produc-
tive labor in the formal economy with reproductive labor in the home. Birth
rates had declined dramatically. The higher-ups in the BCP decided that the
Bulgarian Women’s Committee needed to be reorganized and empowered to
work domestically once again.* In 1967 Elena Lagadinova was handpicked by
Zhivkov and reluctantly left her post at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences to
become the president of the new Committee of the Bulgarian Women’s Move-
ment. This reorganization of the CBWM increased its authority over all issues
related to women and families, including its ability to propose legislation and
to sue state enterprises that failed to comply with the laws protecting female
employees.*? Lagadinova was a scientist, not a politician. Zhivkov may have
felt that the demographic decline in Bulgaria was a social phenomenon that
needed a “scientific” solution.

The Structure of a Socialist Mass Organization

The structure of the new committee was similar to all other mass organiza-
tions in Bulgaria during the Zhivkov era (1954-89).% At the national level,
there was the Political Bureau of the CBWM that consisted of a president and
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41. Komitet na dvizhenieto na btlgarskite zheni, Natsionalna konferentsiia na
biilgarskite zheni (23 i 24 septemvri 1968 g.) (Sofia, 1969), 224-27; see also TsDA, f. 417, o. 4,
a.e. 3, 11. 1-5.
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several secretaries who were the de facto leaders of the CBWM. These women
represented the mass organization to the Bulgarian government and on the in-
ternational stage. The women in the national bureau were technically elected
at national conferences, but these elections often simply confirmed political
appointments. At the regional level, there was a branch of the CBWM in each
of Bulgaria’s municipalities.** These municipal branches had their own local
bureaus with their own presidents and secretaries. The officers were elected
at municipal conferences by their local constituencies.*> Only the members of
the national bureau and the presidents of the municipal bureaus were paid
employees of the state. All other positions were voluntary, filled by women
who had formal employment obligations elsewhere. Despite the additional
burden of this volunteer work, the CBWM had active support from ordinary
women across the country.*®

Part of the reason for its broad constituency was the committee’s open
door policy to all Bulgarian women, whether they were official members of
the Communist Party or not. Unlike many other organizations, the committee
accepted women who were bezpartien (without party affiliations). Also, their
activities were open to all, and local women had the opportunity to suggest
activities that they would like to have sponsored in their towns and villages.
Veselina Grueva, who was the national secretary in charge of domestic ac-
tivities from 1975 to 1990, explained to me, in 2011, “All of the ideas for the
women’s programs came from the women’s organizations themselves. They
could initiate the things they wanted and we would sponsor them. We worked
with a lot of different partners in society to realize these programs. And we
made a lot of progress in increasing women’s cultural knowledge in the ru-
ral areas. It was very inspired work.” Anna Durcheva spent a decade work-
ing for the committee in the 1980s, despite the fact that she had no formal
party affiliation. She explained to me that “Elena [Lagadinova] didn’t care
who you were or what meetings you went to; she cared that you were a good
worker.”8

The detailed records of the women who participated in the CBWM’s Third
National Congress, in 1979, confirm the organization’s representative nature.
According to the official records, there were 809 delegates in attendance, rep-
resenting all walks of Bulgarian life. While 651 of the delegates were mem-
bers of the Bulgarian Communist Party, 44 were members of the Bulgarian
Agricultural National Union, 38 were members of the Komsomol, and 76 were
“without party.” There was also a wide range of ages and professions: 142
delegates were under thirty-five, and 107 were over the Bulgarian retirement
age for women, fifty-five. Among the delegates, 112 had only a primary school
education, and 70 were employed in agricultural labor. From the 809 total
delegates, the conference was responsible for electing 171 members to be
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direct representatives to the National Committee of the Bulgarian Women’s
Movement and to choose its 13 bureau members. Of these 171 members of the
national committee, 121 had a university education, 45 had secondary school,
and 5 of them had only primary school. The range of professions was very
diverse, as were their ages: 23 of the new members chosen in 1979 were under
thirty years old, and another 72 members were under forty. 4

Working within the System

Although Lagadinova came to the CBWM presidency in 1968 with no experi-
ence in politics, she was a well-educated researcher and seasoned lab scien-
tist. Rather than relying solely on Marxist or Leninist doctrines to guide social
policy, Lagadinova and the generation of technocrats empowered by Todor
Zhivkov after 1968 endeavored to put the “scientific” back into scientific social-
ism.*° The Bulgarian Communist Party had previously claimed to have solved
the “woman question” by expanding equal access to education and fully incor-
porating women into the labor force. The declining birthrate, however, showed
that Bulgarian women had a new set of problems with which to grapple.

Sonia Bakish would fire the first shots in the great women’s revolution.”!
Zhenata dnes published a series of articles addressing Bulgarian women’s
problems in the late 1960s. The first of these was a two-part exposé by the
journalists Penka Duhteva and Maria Dinkova on the working conditions of
women employed in construction enterprises.” Fearing that the bureaucrats
in the Central Committee might prevent the publication of an article overtly
critical of communist policies, Bakish ran this piece accompanied by a bold-
faced quote by Vladimir Lenin. The quote was taken from an article Lenin
published in Pravda in November 1921. It was the first sentence of a longer
passage that enjoins the Bolsheviks not to rest on their revolutionary laurels
which reads in full: “The best way to celebrate the anniversary of a great revo-
lution is to concentrate attention on its unsolved problems. It is particularly
appropriate and necessary to celebrate the revolution in this way at a time
when we are faced with fundamental problems that the revolution has not
yet solved, and when we must master something new (from the point of view
of what the revolution has accomplished up to now) for the solution of these
problems.”*3

Quoting Lenin allowed the editorial collective at Zhenata dnes to promote
the idea that tackling new problems was an appropriate endeavor for commu-
nists to pursue, one sanctioned by the great father of the Russian revolution
himself. Bakish and her editorial collective could demonstrate their loyalty to
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the system while simultaneously saying that the system was not doing enough
to address women’s issues. Using this tactic, Zhenata dnes also published arti-
cles on sexology, premarital sex, and single motherhood, as well as an exposé
on the changing contours of Bulgarian masculinity—all topics that might be
considered too “bourgeois” for a communist women’s magazine. Ironically,
some Bulgarian feminist scholars in the postsocialist period tried to discredit
the feminist intentions of socialist-era research on women precisely because
they had tended to quote Karl Marx and Lenin.>* What these scholars failed
to recognize is that citing Marx and Lenin was often necessary in order to
publish findings that were critical of the government. This point was made
clear to me not only by Maria Dinkova but also by two other journalists who
had written for Zhenata dnes in the 1960s and 1970s.>> Bakish was politically
savvy enough to use this convention to push for better working conditions for
women.

Another example of the cryptopolitical activism of the editorial collective
at Zhenata dnes and the political bureau of the CBWM was the national survey
they initiated in 1969. In order to reverse the falling birthrate, it was important
first to understand why women were not having more children. Had Bulgar-
ian women recently developed a preference for smaller families? Or was the
low birth rate a product of social conditions that made it difficult for women
to have the number of children they actually wanted? Although sociology was
a suspicious discipline in most communist countries, the only way to get this
information was to ask women directly. With the permission of the Central
Committee of the BCP, Bakish and Lagadinova were able to mount a massive
survey effort in coordination with the Central Statistical Office, the Georgi
Dimitrov Center for Scientific Investigations and Training, and the Labor Re-
search Institute. The survey, titled “Women in Production, Social Life, and
the Family,” consisted of multiple-choice questions. It was distributed to all
subscribers of Zhenata dnes. The survey received 16,060 anonymous replies
from around the country.®® Using the data collected, the CBWM was able to
piece together a relatively accurate picture of the lives of ordinary Bulgarian
women, including detailed time budgets.

The survey produced three key findings. The first was that most Bulgar-
ian women said that they wanted more children than they currently had. Of
the women surveyed, 33 percent had only one child, but less than 15 percent
said that they wanted to have only one child. About 50 percent of the women
surveyed had two children, but 57 percent said that two children was their
ideal. The number of women who said they wanted three children was al-
most double that of those who actually had three children. Overall, the survey
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Figure1l. “WOMEN WANT TO HAVE MORE CHILDREN!” A handmade plac-
ard used to convince Todor Zhivkov and select members of the Bulgar-
ian Politburo to expand social supports for working mothers. Photo by
the author.

found that while Bulgarian women in 1969 had an average of 1.84 children,
they wanted to have an average of 2.28 children.

The women in the survey were also asked a series of questions about how
they balanced work and family responsibilities. The survey found that only
22.8 percent of children under the age of seven were cared for in state-funded
kindergartens or créches.” Bulgarian women also reported that 8 percent of

57. All figures taken from the placards prepared by Elena Lagadinova for a meeting
with Todor Zhivkov to discuss women’s issues in 1971, PAoEL.
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children under seven years of age were left at home by themselves while their
parents were at work. Women were now incorporated into the labor force, but
the CBWM survey found that they were desperately cobbling together childcare.
Although they tried to utilize grandparents and husbands as much as possible,
the primary responsibility for looking after young children still fell on mothers.

Furthermore, Bulgarian women were asked the following question: “What
prevents you from having more children?” While 22 percent felt they were
already too old, 26 percent claimed that they did not have the strength to work

Figure 2. A placard displaying the results of the 1969 time budget
study, “HOW DOES THE BUSY WOMAN SPEND HER TIME AND EFFORT?”
According to the chart, Bulgarian women worked approximately four-
teen hours a day. Photo by the author.
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and raise children at the same time. A further 20 percent responded that they did
not have the material resources (materialni resursi) to have another child, and
another 11 percent felt that their homes were not big enough. Thus, more than
half of the women surveyed claimed that it was a scarcity of time or resources
that prevented them from having the number of children that they wanted.

The severity of this situation was made even more apparent by the time-
budget data. The survey found that while women spent eight hours a day at
work, they spent an additional one to two hours commuting to and from the
workplace. On top of this, they spent another four and a half hours cooking,
cleaning the house, shopping for household necessities, washing and ironing,
and working on private agricultural plots. These fourteen-and-a-half-hour
days meant that women had little time for the other activities that the com-
munist government claimed to be important for its citizens.

The CBWM and Zhenata dnes had confirmed what individual Bulgarian
women already knew: they had no time to spend with their children, let alone
for social and political activism, further education and training, reading liter-
ature, participating in cultural activities or sports, or any other forms of recre-
ation. It was clear that communist emancipation for women in the workplace
had done little to lighten women’s responsibilities in the home. This double
burden was a key factor informing the falling birthrate.”®

Once the nature of the problem became clear, the CBWM began to consider
different policies to allow women to have the larger families they said they
wanted.” One solution was to reduce the obligation of women’s employment
outside the home. For both ideological and practical reasons, however, the
leaders of the CBWM did not pursue this course. First, Marxist-Leninist doc-
trines demanded women’s full participation in society in order to reduce their
economic dependence on men and to ensure sexual equality. Second, most
communist countries, including Bulgaria, needed women’s labor in order to
forge ahead with rapid industrialization. Third, mass literacy campaigns and
an almost universal commitment to women’s education and training meant
that the communist state had already invested heavily in developing women’s
human capital. Not to make use of their skills would be a waste of talent,
particularly since women now dominated the white-collar professions of law,
medicine, education, and banking.®® Finally, for many Bulgarian women,
paid employment outside the home, even if compulsory, was a form of self-
actualization. The survey found that women wanted to be both mothers and
workers. They merely desired help in balancing these two responsibilities.®!

Another way to increase the birthrate was to severely limit women’s access
to abortion, the primary form of birth control. By 1969 the number of abor-
tions had far outstripped the actual birth rate.®? Bulgaria’s northern neighbor,
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Romania, had already placed heavy restrictions on access to abortion in 1966,
after having had some of the most liberal abortion laws in Europe. Indeed,
it had one of the most violently repressive pro-natalist regimes in the entire
eastern bloc.” The Bulgarian communist elites did consider a similar policy of
restricting abortions, but the CBWM, like the Liga Kobiet in Poland, strongly
recommended against this course of action. Instead, the committee advocated
a massive expansion of state entitlements for mothers.

Rather than allowing women to retreat from the labor force or compelling
them to have babies, the CBWM proposed socializing as much domestic labor
as possible. Their proposal called on the communist government to dramati-
cally expand the construction of créches and kindergartens. They also advo-
cated a new policy of maternity leaves that would allow women two years of
paid leave from their jobs with a guarantee that the positions would be held
for them in their absence. Furthermore, time spent on maternity leave was
to count as labor service. The CBWM proposal included a provision for child
allowances, which the state would pay to new mothers on the birth of a baby.
These allowances would steadily increase with each subsequent child, up to
three children. The CBWM advocated the expansion of workplace cafeterias
in which meals could be prepared for women to take home after their factory
shifts. Ideally, these policies would reduce the double burden on individual
women.®* At the time this was proposed, in 1970, no other socialist country
had such a generous set of maternity provisions in place to support working
mothers.®® Indeed, the USSR would not get a comprehensive maternity leave
policy until 1981.¢

But entitlements like these would be expensive, drawing resources away
from the development of heavy industry, which was an economic priority.
Luckily, the CBWM had three key allies. The first was Tsola Dragoicheva, who
had founded the original Bulgarian Popular Women’s Union and gone on to
become one of the most senior members of the Bulgarian Politburo.” Sonia
Bakish’s husband was also a Politburo member, and he may have lent support
to his wife’s cause. Todor Zhivkov’s daughter, Liudmila Zhivkova, was quickly
working her way up the political ranks and undoubtedly had influence over
her widowed father.®® She had worked with the CBWM and Zhenata dnes on
the promotion of Bulgarian arts and culture and attended the first UN Confer-
ence on Women, in Mexico City, with Elena Lagadinova. Zhivkova likely had
a hand in promoting women’s issues behind the scenes.
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After concerted advocacy efforts, the CBWM’s research and detailed pro-
posal were ultimately successful. On 6 March 1973 the Politburo issued an of-
ficial decision. This decision, “Enhancing the Role of Women in the Building
of a Developed Socialist Society,” valorized women’s roles as both workers
and mothers, and it authorized massive budget expenditures to expand state
support for women.% Perhaps more importantly, the Politburo instituted only
a limited ban on abortions. Abortion remained safe, legal, and easily avail-
able for all single and divorced women, as well as for women caring for two
or more children (even if those children were not biologically their own). The
only women who could not attain legal abortions were married women with
fewer than two children in their care. Lagadinova and the CBWM opposed
this measure. “No woman should be forced to have a child that she does not
want,” Lagadinova told me in 2012. “It is bad for the child and it is bad for
society.” Despite the women’s committee’s objections, this more limited ban
on abortion was included in the decision.

Another important component of the 1973 decision was that it strength-
ened the role of the CBWM in making sure that Bulgarian enterprises imple-
mented the new laws. Since 1968 the committee had been empowered to carry
out something called naroden kontrol (people’s control), or obshtestven kontrol
(societal control).”® They had the right to represent women to other state agen-
cies. For instance, they could make sure that pregnant women were moved
to more suitable work posts if their current jobs were too strenuous. Further-
more, if an employer did not give a woman maternity leave, or did not hold her
job for her during her absence, she could complain to the CBWM, which could
take up the matter with the enterprise directors.

After the 1973 decision the CBWM became more aggressive. It sent rep-
resentatives out across the country to ensure that enterprises committed the
resources necessary to build onsite créches for lactating mothers. The Com-
mittee also gave regular updates to the Central Committee of the BCP about
whether the decision was being fully implemented. In one letter from Elena
Lagadinova to the Central Committee in 1977, she chastised the government
for failing to build the number of créches and kindergartens to which they
had committed themselves.”! A similar letter was sent to Stanko Todorov,
complaining that there were still eighteen thousand children without child
care facilities, and blaming the government for not allocating the necessary
resources to fulfill the plan.’? In a different report to Todorov, Lagadinova ex-
plained in exhaustive detail the architectural and interior designs appropriate
for créches and kindergartens.”
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On a more mundane level, the CBWM sent out inspectors to make sure
that women had clean bathrooms and functioning cafeterias in their work-
places and that cafeteria food was of a sufficiently high quality. In 1975, for
instance, Lagadinova wrote a “warning note” to Professor Ivan Illchev, the
Vice President of the Council of Ministers and the President of the Commis-
sion on Living Conditions, complaining that the Khristo Mihailov factory in
Mikhailovgrad did not have a workers’ cafeteria. She noted that of the 1,007
workers, 830 were women, who were forced to bring their own meals and
eat at their working stations. The committee insisted that a cafeteria be built
immediately.”

The 1973 decision precipitated important changes to the labor code which
also protected mothers with small children. The CBWM took pains to make
sure that women were not forced to work longer hours to meet production
quotas when they had young children at home. In a 1975 letter, Lagadinova
pointed to several violations of Article 119 of the labor code; some enterprises
were attempting to give women less maternity leave than provided by the
code.” As with the 1973 decision, the CBWM was instrumental in making
sure the new labor code was enforced and that delinquent enterprises were
punished.”®

One of the most interesting aspects of the CBWM was the complaints de-
partment. Women from all over Bulgaria wrote letters asking for advice on
both personal and professional issues. Veselina Grueva worked in the com-
plaints department for fifteen years. She traveled around the country and en-
couraged women to write letters to the CBWM, promising that the commit-
tee would do its best to make sure that women’s needs were addressed. In
1977 alone, the CBWM received 201 letters from citizens on various issues. In
an analysis of these letters prepared for the Central Committee, the CBWM
reported that eighty-four of these letters were questions about housing, forty-
nine of which were from Sofia residents trying to secure an apartment. There
were twenty-four letters from women trying to find suitable employment, an-
other twenty-five about various legal questions, and the rest about miscella-
neous personal problems.”

According to Grueva, the women working in the complaints section tried
to answer every letter they received, even if the CBWM was unable to grant the
writer’s request. The committee had two lawyers who volunteered their time
to help answer legal questions.’® If the committee could not help directly, they
forwarded the complaints to other state agencies.

This was very democratic. We [sometimes] met with women and listened to
their concerns. We wrote protest letters on their behalf. For instance, when
they passed the new family code in the 1980s, we spent a lot of time help-
ing women figure out the new laws and how they could be applied to their
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personal lives. We were very democratic. This is a form of democracy, to talk
to the population, to listen to their concerns, and to act on them. It was not
all black at the time. Yes, it was a totalitarian government, but we took a lot
of initiatives to work on behalf of women and the work that we did was very
valuable.”®

The CBWM archives are full of letters written to the Central Committee
to encourage them to consider the domestic production of goods that would
benefit women and children. For instance, if you had a flatfooted child, there
was no domestic supply of arch supports for footwear. The CBWM success-
fully lobbied to have a local factory produce them.° One 1977 report from
the CBWM on the production of toys and sports equipment put forth detailed
proposals for the production of high-quality, age-appropriate toys for children
in kindergarten and for various sporting goods for children in primary and
secondary school.®! In another letter to the Central Committee, Lagadinova
wrote to protest the lack of quality clothing being produced in Bulgaria, ex-
plaining that “the clothes which can be found now in the stores for our citi-
zens are the ugliest that can be seen.”® She complained that the Ministry of
Trade and Services was not doing its job. She wrote, “Jersey dresses, which are
very practical, are rarely available in the stores. When they are, there are only
limited sizes and they are not in the most fashionable styles.” She also goes
on to state that while the supply of men’s underwear is adequate, women’s
and youth underwear is only available in limited quantities and “are not in
all the sizes or patterns or colors that the population is seeking.”® The com-
mittee also did research on western supermarkets in an attempt to reduce the
burdens associated with shopping in a communist country.3*

Domestic affairs and reproductive health informed the complaints of
women who wrote letters to the committee. After commissioning a study,
the CBWM learned that a significant number of cases were the result of male
infertility caused by untreated venereal diseases. Once this was realized,
the CBWM lobbied the military to make sure that all draftees were screened
for diseases when they returned to base after a leave of absence. Both the
CBWM and Zhenata dnes also attempted to redistribute some of the house-
hold labor to men by promoting the idea that Bulgarian men should be equal
partners in the home. In 1983 there was a series of articles discussing the role
of fathers and encouraging men to help their wives around the house, featur-
ing photos of Bulgarian men knitting, boiling laundry, and feeding a baby.%
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A 1987 cover of Zhenata dnes even featured a young Bulgarian father walking
on the street with an infant strapped to his chest in a forward-facing baby
carrier.

Of course, not all of the CBWM’s efforts were successful, particularly their
attempts to challenge the traditional Bulgarian patriarchy. In one bold pro-
posal, the CBWM lobbied the Union of Architects to rethink the traditional
design for apartment blocks. The idea was that the first floor of every block
would have an indoor playground and a pub. There men could sit together in
the pub and watch the children, giving their wives some time away from the
home. In the few rural cities where this was tried, however, men resisted the
idea that childcare was their responsibility, especially when grandmothers
lived nearby.®¢ In another case, the CBWM proposed that marrying couples
should write up prenuptial contracts to clearly delineate the distribution of
resources in case of divorce. The authorities refused this idea because they
thought it introduced too much calculation into what should be an institution
based on love.®”

Another major problem that the CBWM faced was women’s ongoing frus-
tration with the lack of disposable diapers (what Bulgarians referred to as
pampers) and the dearth of feminine hygiene products.®® Long before envi-
ronmental concerns were a consideration, communist planners felt that dis-
posable products such as sanitary napkins and pampers were wasteful.®’
There were no domestic facilities that produced them, and the Bulgarian gov-
ernment was unwilling to use hard currency to have them imported. Unfor-
tunately, Bulgarian women were well aware that these products existed in
the west. Their lack of availability in the socialist countries was often seen
as a sign that their governments were growing increasingly out of touch with
women'’s needs. The CBWM tried to argue that these products, although im-
portant, were not as essential for women as having paid maternity leaves, kin-
dergartens, and child allowances (not to mention health care and free public
education through to university). But their arguments fell on deaf ears. Ongo-
ing consumer shortages were one of the biggest frustrations in life for women
under communism.”®

International Activities

Despite these setbacks, and their continuing inability to remove the restric-
tions on abortion for married women with fewer than two children, Bulgaria
was still among the countries with the most progressive legislation concern-
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ing working women. As I have argued elsewhere, the CBWM were able to
translate their domestic successes into international influence.”! Armed with
their 1973 Politburo decision, the Bulgarian delegation to the first United Na-
tions World Conference on Women, in Mexico City in 1975, was able to boast
of its generous social policies. Bulgarian women were guaranteed a fully paid
pregnancy leave of 120 days before and after the birth of the first child (150 for
the second, and 180 for the third) in addition to an extra six months of paid
leave at the national minimum wage (seven months for the second child,
and eight months for the third).®> Women were also allowed to take unpaid
leave until their child reached the age of three, when a kindergarten space
was to be guaranteed. All of the time taken off from one’s job was counted
toward labor service (with regard to pensions), and an employer was obliged
to hold a woman’s position until her return.”> These maternity provisions for
women workers (including women in agriculture) made Bulgaria a role model
not only for capitalist and developing countries but also for their allies in the
socialist bloc.

Throughout the UN Decade for Women (1976-85), the leaders of the CBWM
actively forged connections with women around the world. The CBWM hosted
the first meeting of all of the leaders of the state socialist women’s organiza-
tions participating in the Decade for Women in Sofia in 1976, and for the next
nine years it took the lead on international women’s activism.”* The CBWM
was instrumental in coordinating a broad coalition of progressive women;
this included women in the eastern bloc, women in socialist-leaning coun-
tries in the developing world, and women with leftist sympathies in the west.
By 1985 all of the leaders of the socialist women’s organizations voted unani-
mously to have Elena Lagadinova serve as the General Rapporteur of the third
United Nations World Conference on Women, held in Nairobi.’> In recognition
of her prominent role during the UN Decade for Women, Lagadinova was also
chosen to represent the participating socialist countries as a member of the
Board of Directors of the United Nations International Research and Training
Institute for the Advancement of Women (INSTRAW) in 1985.%¢

The CBWM'’s international leadership on women’s issues strengthened its
domestic legitimacy. The CBWM touted its high-profile position at the United
Nations to the Central Committee, strategically using the international recog-
nition of Bulgaria’s progressive policies to pressure the Politburo into follow-
ing through on its commitments.®” Despite its many successes, however, the
CBWM still had to work within the political constraints of state socialism.
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Ongoing Challenges

The biggest problem that all political elites faced in Bulgaria was the arbitrary
appointments and dismissals. For example, Elena Lagadinova was supposed
to head the Bulgarian delegation to the second World Conference on Women,
held in Copenhagen in 1980.°8 Since all Bulgarian citizens needed to obtain
special permission to travel to western countries, the list of the names of the
Bulgarian delegates to the conference was submitted to the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs for approval. At the last minute, the minister replaced Lagadinova’s
name with that of Maria Zakharieva, one of his own deputy ministers, some-
thing that could only have been done with the consent of Todor Zhivkov.*® As
the president of the CBWM for the previous twelve years, Lagadinova found
herself in the humiliating position of not being able to attend the conference
for which she had been actively preparing since 1975. Furthermore, as the
participating socialist countries’ de facto spokeswoman, political friends and
foes alike would certainly notice her absence. “Of course, I told everybody
that I was sick and too ill to travel,” Lagadinova told me in 2012. “But the
truth is that I did not have permission to go. And I could not leave the country
without permission.”

When Sonia Bakish reached retirement age, in 1980, she resigned as
editor-in-chief of Zhenata dnes. Immediately, there was an internal struggle
over who would replace her. Lagadinova and the magazine’s editorial collec-
tive had their own internal candidate, but the Central Committee wanted more
political control over Bakish’s successor. Todor Zhivkov himself also paid a
special visit to the editorial offices of Zhenata dnes in 1982.1°C Apparently,
Zhivkov had always disliked Bakish. He had only tolerated her because of her
husband, Stanko Todorov.! But by the late 1980s, when Bakish cofounded
the National Committee for Environmental Protection of Ruse, which was
openly protesting the Bulgarian government’s apathy toward environmental
pollution from a Romanian chlorine factory across the Danube, retribution
was swift. Bakish was expelled from the Communist Party, and her husband
lost his seat on the Bulgarian Politburo.!??

But Zhivkov’s days were numbered. One day after the Berlin Wall fell, he
was forced into retirement by “reformers” within his own party. About two
months later, the CBWM was disbanded, and Lagadinova also retired from
public life. Bulgaria’s one state women’s organization was soon replaced by
dozens of nongovernmental organizations, most of them funded by western
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governments hoping to kick-start “civil society.” These new organizations
were independent from the new, democratically elected Bulgarian state, but
this did not make them more effective at advocating for women’s interests.
Indeed, in the Bulgarian context many of these new women’s NGOs focused
primarily on issues that were important to their western donors (domestic vio-
lence, sexual harassment, and so on), issues that were not immediately rele-
vant for women now struggling to survive in a newly marketized economy.!®

The CBWM, although politically constrained, did much to represent
women’s interests to Bulgaria’s communist elites. I have shown in this article
that from 1968 onward the committee was constantly challenging state poli-
cies with regard to women and families, and pressuring the Politburo into
expending scarce resources to support women as both workers and mothers.
In 1969 it organized the social partners necessary to conduct what was most
likely the first sociological survey of Bulgarian women to create detailed time
budgets. On the basis of these survey results, the CBWM created a program
that protected most women’s reproductive rights and drastically expanded the
social infrastructure to support working mothers. They then lobbied for this
program to become an official Politburo policy decision. Subsequently, the
CBWM used its new powers to make sure that the directors of Bulgarian en-
terprises in all economic sectors abided by the new decision, and aggressively
protected women’s interests if there were compliance violations or failures.
The goal of these activities was to support women in both their productive
and reproductive roles in order to lessen their economic dependence on men
and incorporate them more fully into socialist society, goals which were cer-
tainly instrumental in promoting women’s self-actualization, if we broaden
the definition of the term to encompass ends other than a liberal conception
of individual autonomy.

The CBWM pursued many other policies and activities aimed at support-
ing women’s self-actualization. The magazine Zhenata dnes ran a series of
articles discussing issues that might have been considered bourgeois, par-
ticularly those on sexology, premarital sex, single motherhood, and Bulgar-
ian masculinity. These were articles that pointed out communist policies’
shortcomings with regard to women and encouraged Bulgarian men to take
a more active role in the home. Furthermore, the CBWM’s complaints depart-
ment received hundreds of letters from women each year, and the committee
spent time and resources to answer them and intervene in the cases where
they had authority. Elena Lagadinova herself was a tireless letter writer, and
the official state archives are filled with missives to the Central Committee
and the Politburo complaining about the lack of progress on constructing kin-
dergartens, admonishments about the dearth of cafeterias in factories where
women made up the majority of workers, and diatribes about the ugliness of
women’s clothing manufactured in Bulgaria.

Finally, despite the fact that the CBWM was a state organization, the rec-
ords from its national congresses clearly demonstrate that it attempted to be
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representative of all Bulgarian women. Activists in the committee did not
have to be members of the Communist Party, nor did they have to be educated
urbanites. The committee had its own source of revenue, which meant that it
was not dependent on the state budget for funds to support its programs and
activities. The CBWM allowed Bulgarian women to propose their own ideas
for activities, and they had the freedom and ability to help organize them. Al-
though the committee was not successful in all of its endeavors (for example,
establishing prenuptial agreements or increasing the supply of disposable di-
apers and feminine hygiene products), it was not for lack of trying. All of these
activities were aimed at improving the material conditions of women’s lives,
which is, I would argue, an essential component of improving their quality of
life and supporting their self-actualization.

Despite the CBWM’s achievements, and the emerging body of literature
that challenges the received stereotypes about state feminism in the former
eastern bloc, many contemporary western researchers still deride the accom-
plishments of the state women’s organizations in socialist countries because
they were not realized by “massive social movements.” For instance, in a 2012
ethnography of life in post-Wall Berlin, anthropologist Damani Partridge
explains,

While the East German state related to its female citizens and their bodies in
terms of the heterosexist norms of motherhood and marriage, it also enforced
anideology of gender equality. This was not equality based on demands trig-
gered by massive social movements, but planned equality determined by
state bureaucrats, and practices introduced and maintained through state-
funded social institutions. In addition to guaranteed day care and formal
laws that guaranteed equal pay for equal work and equality within the fam-
ily, there was also the right to abortion without restriction and the right to
divorce.104

Many western feminists today would drool over the possibility of guar-
anteed child care, equal pay for equal work, equality in the family, and unre-
stricted reproductive rights, even if these policies supported the “heterosexist
norms of motherhood and marriage.” Since there is a rich body of literature
showing that state feminism can and has been effective, why is it still neces-
sary to make an analytic distinction between equality “triggered by massive
social movements” and equality “determined by state bureaucrats”? If surveys
show that the majority of women want the opportunity to be both mothers and
workers, is it wrong for a state to fund social institutions that allow women to
better combine their family responsibilities with paid employment?

The ongoing fetishization of nonstate actors is rooted in a Cold War bias
against state-based solutions to social problems. In the more than a quarter of
a century since the collapse of communism in eastern Europe and the rise of
nongovernmental organizations, much scholarship has looked at the efficacy
of NGOs and their heavy reliance on funds from foreign donors.!> These NGOs
may be independent of their host states, but they are not independent of their
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foreign donors. Grassroots activism that pressures governments and markets
to respond to citizen initiatives can be effective, but it is not necessarily more
effective than an empowered class of internal bureaucrats charged with pro-
moting women’s rights.

In a provocative 2007 essay the Bulgarian historian Krassimira Daska-
lova asked, “How Should We Name the ‘Women-Friendly’ Actions of State
Socialism?”1°¢ She argues that if there can be state feminism in Scandina-
via and China, then the theoretical model could apply to eastern Europe as
well. The problem that Daskalova identified was that there was not enough
research on the communist-era organizations. With this article, I have con-
tributed to the study of state socialist women’s organizations and provided
at least one case study showing that state feminism was a model that worked
relatively well in Bulgaria between 1968 and 1989. It may be that the persis-
tent dichotomy between top-down and bottom-up feminist activism is a mere
semantic difference that undermines our ability to pursue feminist ends by
getting us tangled up in unproductive discussions of the relative merits of
different means.
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