Ildikó Lendvai

The Women’s Policy of the Hungarian Socialist Party

When a party wants to take a stand on women’s issues, it has to refer to at least four aspects. There are many possible sensible programs on women’s issues that can be discussed, but there are four questions which cannot be ignored. One of them is the representation of women in politics, in political decision-making. Another important element of a women’s program is the role of women on the labour market, in employment. The third one should deal with promoting the family roles of women. Lastly, the question of women’s positions and roles in public administration has to be tackled. What is the standpoint of the Socialist Party concerning these four questions?

Women in politics

First of all, let me think aloud about this question and investigate whether the representation of women in politics has increased or decreased in the last two and a half years, since 1998. Before I –member of the opposition- would say with malicious joy that the representation has decreased, I must mention a contradictory process: ‘women’ have become the tools of political PR.

1. Women in political PR
While the political presence of women has not increased –rather decreased- during the present political cycle, the rate of women’s presence in political PR has definitely increased. It is also important what kind of role women have acquired in political PR. One of the new women’s roles since 1998 is ‘the politician’s wife’. This phenomenon itself is neither good nor bad. It is an important role for women, its spread is a new phenomenon in Hungarian politics. Who knew or saw József Antall’s wife? And also very few people knew, or even saw Gyula Horn’s wife. And now I’m asking: is there anyone who does not know by name, recognise by face or even by her clothing the wife of Prime Minister Viktor Orbán? This is not bad, so I’m not being critical. But not only the Prime Minister’s wife appears in public; many young, decorative and well-trained wives turn up on their husbands’ side. Though sometimes, characteristically, their chairs are pushed some twenty centimetres behind the husbands’ during a TV-broadcast, still, they are there. Probably the former Hungarian public life was to blame for the invisibility of the representatives of this women’s role. 

Women, however, appeared in another role of political PR: as a vote to win. I cannot remember any women faces on the campaign photos of the 1990 or 1994 elections, but one of the most well-known advertisements of the Fidesz-campaign in 1998 featured a grandmother telling the camera that she was determined to vote for Fidesz so that the child can have free education. It was a typically ‘female’ message: the role of the self-sacrificing parent, grandparent, who wants not for herself -God forbid women’s rights-, but something for her child, something that these nice boys are going to guarantee. Ironic as I might seem, I consider this PR-device as a progress, because thus the ‘woman’ voter appeared on the scene as an important factor.

What is then my problem with this? My problem is that only two of the many women’s roles got its way into political PR: the woman who helps the man (i.e. wife), and the woman as an object to conquer (with the only difference that this time she is to be conquered as a potential voter). Both of these roles are part of the traditional image of women, thus the more active and modern aspects of women’s roles are totally missing.

Let me give you an example of my own to illustrate the indirect effects of this process: I was a member of Parliament in the last political cycle as well, but before 1998 I did not experience that in TV-debates there was a tendency to pair off a woman with a woman. Since 1998 it has been working almost exclusively on this base. What is more, they even say it! It is my personal misfortune that I have a permanent partner (a female Fidesz-politician) in debates on media policy. After a while it struck me that she was my ‘exclusive’ partner. “That’s the way it goes; she is a media-politician after all” –I explained to myself. However, in another situation –and that was catching in the act- they wanted to call me in for a TV-debate with another female Fidesz politician, and though it was not my field of profession, it was me they chose. Since it was a legal topic, I recommended György Wiener or Pál Vastagh. There was a dumbfounded silence on the phone and then they answered: “But what shall poor Márta Mátray do with Pál Vastagh?” And I replied: “What do you mean? She doesn’t have to lift him or wrestle with him.” I had already suspected it beforehand but after this conversation it became obvious that there is a tendency to put women –since they are already on the political scene- into a separate cage, to let them quarrel with each other, but not to let them into the “real” arena where men are fighting their battles.

This is the same view as an English member of Parliament gave evidence of: “The female member of Parliament is like the singing dog; it does not do its job well, but it is already something that it does it at all.” If they treat us like this, the message of the new political PR -that we, women can only perform the roles of the wife and the voter- is confirmed.

The Quota-system

I had the opportunity to take part in a radio-debate over women’s issues with Gabriella Selmeczi, one of the few female politicians of Fidesz. We were discussing the quota-system when this young and well-trained female politician told me: “The introduction of women’s quota is dangerous because -among other reasons- it might ruin the life of Hungarian families if suddenly too many women are going to enter politics.” Fortunately, it was an interactive programme where telephone calls were welcome. A nurse rang. Then it came to my mind that no-one ever worried about the devastation of Hungarian families by the three-shift working schedule of nurses, and that they spend no more time at home than I do. That’s not a problem! But if they are away from home because of politics, that is!

Obviously, we have to keep in mind that though the quota-system plays a very important part in solving the problems, it cannot do away with all of them. The quota helps women in the ‘finish’ and not at the ’start’. That’s why every political party has to strive to provide some help already at the ‘start’. This help should not mean the training of female politicians only. Why should we be trained separately, anyway? We learn the same things at schools as men. I myself participated in courses of this kind as well, where we were told that the ‘added value’ a woman has lies in learning how to make up. Good! This is an important skill indeed, but sorry, I can put on make-up as perfectly as certain male politicians can dye their hair, and certainly, no-one wants to teach them how to do such things. 

I don’t want to suggest that training is absolutely unnecessary, but helping at the start-line by easing and sharing the burden of women would be a more effective form of assistance. Politics and the public sphere means evening engagements, but if child-care institutions are not adjusted to this, the female politician cannot succeed. And not because she is untrained, but because there is no place to put the children to. (Special family-therapies are also needed to deal with those families where the woman is a public figure.) Why is the woman thrust into the background in these cases? Because she doesn’t want to provoke family conflicts. Once a ‘successful woman’ (I can’t remember whether she was into politics or business) was asked why she hadn’t got married? She pondered for a while and answered: “if I take everything into consideration, I wouldn’t need a husband but a wife who looks after the household.” Obviously, this is a deliberately exaggerated statement. I would never want to use such feminism-parodies with serious intent, still, it signals the specific problem that women active on the political field might have to face with respect to their roles in the family.

Women on the labour market and in employment

The second pillar of every women’s program is focusing on the problems and aims in connection with the situation of women on the labour market. It is certainly not news to you that today the employment rate of Hungarian women is a little lower than in the developed countries of Europe. By now some fifty percent of the women of working age are employed. This is getting worse, while the same rate in Europe is improving. The women’s policy of a party should address the problems of groups of women who are getting driven out of the labour market against their will or who are in a disadvantaged situation.

Women over forty squeezed out of the labour market

Their problem can only be eased or solved with a system of unemployment provisions and employment policy that is much more differentiated than what we have today. The type of narrowing unemployment provision with a shorter eligibility period and stricter eligibility criteria hits those over forty the hardest. They are not provided with public work because they are in a different age-group and physical condition. It means that if they drop out of the provision system, they usually drop out for good. Obviously, everybody is in favour of an unemployment provision system that stimulates work, but only if the system does not punish those who -against their will- are unable to get back to work–such as the group of women over forty. 

The very same group could be helped by a different, modified adult retraining system. We are very proud that slowly the education level of women exceeds that of men. But if we have a look at the rate of women in adult retraining or in training outside school we find that –contrary to the situation in official public education- there the rate of women is much lower. That means, that women don’t get the chance of a second profession and a flexible adaptation, or at least they cannot make use of it in the present system (for example due to the schedule of the courses). It is obvious that this must be changed.

In order to re-employ this age-group, it is necessary to give some stimulus to the employers as well. Such as: “If you provide job –and possibly a permanent one- for a woman over 45, you are going to get special allowances: in terms of contributions or something else”.

To support and aid mothers with small children, the Labour Code has to be modified, first of all to protect women getting back to work after maternity leave. 

There is very little discussion about the grey employment of women. It is not about black labour, since women are not standing on Moszkva-square waiting for casual masonry work. It is about women who work in the field of services, where they are employed for the minimum wage. Furthermore, the largest proportion of the money they get is paid occasionally, so it is grey money. This disadvantage is just made more severe because there is no trade union organisation in the services, commercial and other small-sized enterprises. What should be done about it? Grassroots organisations and consulting networks dealing with the problems of women employed partly in the grey economy have to be sponsored by public funds. In the near future much more women are expected to get into such situations. Probably, the otherwise welcomed raise of the minimum wage is going to increase the proportion of grey employment. 

There is one more problem related to the labour market: the pension reform (which I think is quite good). It was implemented under our government - though certain parts are incomplete. As the role of self-insurance grows in the pension-system, state support and a complementary allowance should be established to supplement the  allowances of those women who get a lower salary because of their maternal obligations. As the pension system more and more relies on the amount of money one pays monthly as a pension contribution, it becomes crucial to compensate those mothers who can pay less contribution during motherhood.

Families, family policy

Liberals and socialdemocrats, during the polemic of the abortion law, we were both so much engaged in the question of the woman being forced into an undesired motherhood, that we didn’t pay attention to another danger present in the current system of family allowances: that certain women – those living in poverty, or not in a traditional marriage – are prone to be deprived of their right to motherhood. This danger is at least as serious as the other one. The new family support system doesn’t provide as much for poor families. It is not done by accident; there’s a conscious ideology, apparent in the Prime Minister’s speeches as well: ”a child should be born into a family where he can be supported”. This system deprives rather than extends the right to family support, since it says: ”If you’re poor, you don’t have the right to have children, or not that many children!”. Or, since the status of a mother bringing up her child alone, or living with a partner still means financial and legal disadvantages, this could also mean: ”if you’re not living in a traditional marriage, or you have divorced, you don’t have the right to that many children”. You can also feel guilty a little bit, because you’re being punished by the state through the withdrawal of support.

Opposite to this, a system of family support is needed that provides a preferential treatment for the woman or couple who need help. This way the distribution of family allowances and benefits is not implemented on an exclusionary and ideological basis, but in a way that extends the right of single or socially disadvantaged women to having children.

Women’s Issues in Public Administration

A system consisting of five elements is needed, which has already started to be established, but certain insufficiencies are obvious. 

The first element: women’s rights should be organically integrated in the system of the representation of citizens’ rights. This concerns the ”ombuds-woman”, who’s the ombudsman for women’s affairs.

The second element is to be found inside the Parliament. In the previous cycle a Sub-committee of Women was established inside the Human Rights Committee. Although this was an important step, it didn’t prove to be sufficient, since its operation is arbitrary, it is run on a voluntary basis. This committee works if they specifically want to deal with something, or if they have time to come together. But it happens very rarely – or maybe never – that they get a legislative task like ”examine this from a woman’s aspect”. However, what we really need is that this aspect should organically be integrated to the legislative system of the Parliament.

The third element of this system is governmental authority. In the previous cycle the  Office of Equal Opportunities was set up – in my opinion at quite a low level, as part of a ministry. At present the question is dealt with at an even lower level now. Equal opportunities, the question of women’s equal rights should appear at least at the level of the Prime Minister’s Office – if not as a separate ministry-, and definitely not in subordination to a special department.

The fourth element of the system is completely missing. Municipalities do not have this question included in their scope of activities. There are no such departments, committees, a normative or financial system that could deal with the special tasks of women policy in local governments. The establishment of these should be started from scratch.

The fifth element of this system would be to find a place for the representation of women’s interests in the broken system of the reconciliation of interests in Hungary. It’s not enough that from time to time women’s civil organisations are gathered and driven into a large room where they can talk to each other. If the social dialogue between employers and employees worked (the fact is that it’s being suppressed now), the following question would arise: ”Where is the organisation whose responsibility is to enforce the special aspects of women’s employment?”. It is not the trade union – although it could be, but trade unions have a wider scope of authority. In the new system of reconciliation - hopefully to be established on the ruins of the present one - there should be a form of representing women’s interests.

Conclusions

Is it really necessary that the different parties should have a concept concerning women’s policy? Do women need their aspect to appear in political representation, on the labour market, in family support, or even in the Administration? No! At least, not all of them would say ‘yes’. They will also find the party they want to vote for. But there should be parties who offer a range of programs for women who need their own representation and their problems to be managed.

Here follows an illustration of the differences in aspect. Politicians and public figures often get insulting letters. I’m sorry for taking such a negative example, but there are so many people in this country who consider women an other animal species that in these letters there are completely different adjectives describing male or female politicians. A male politician is either a traitor or a thief. A female politician is ”a woman who sells her body for money”. You never have it reversed. I always get this kind. I don’t get the traitor one. László Kovács never gets the same as I do. If you think that this is only a joke, I have to tell you that it’s more than that. This is still the appearance of traditional roles in a marginal and shameful phenomenon of life. Certainly, there are more serious symptoms indicating that there is a part of society who doesn’t want what we are speaking about. But another – an increasing part – does. Since whatever we’re saying about the suppression of women in public life, where are most of the female politicians to be found? Among the directly elected mayors of small villages. It’s not only because ”little power - little money”, but also proves that prejudices must be fewer if people are willing to elect a woman as mayor of a village. Then this country can’t be so terribly conservative!

Furthermore, there’s an ever growing need for a not exclusively ”macho” style in politics. The need for the ”unmacho” political language and methods will necessarily bring forth the acceptance of women’s role in legislature. I’m not saying that all men are ”machos” and there are no horrible, aggressive, hysterical women, but if the need for another kind of political style emerges, that definitely could help to make women’s role in public life more natural.

Finally, let me quote an English woman again (to dispel the misbelief that women can succeed in politics only if they imitate the ”macho” style, that of men):

”A woman who only aims to be equal to men in politics and other fields of life has terribly low expectations.” I hope that the need will grow in Hungarian public opinion, and this will attract more and more women into public life.
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