CIVIL INITIATIVES TO PROMOTE DUAL PARENTING
Outline of paper to be delivered at the 3rd Genderwise Seminar in Brussels, from November 30 to December 1, 2006
Róza Vajda, JÓL-LÉT
Theme of the seminar: Sharing of domestic responsibilities
It does not appear to be a problem in Hungary at all—while it is a crucial issue for several reasons, probably providing the clue to gender equality:
· in practical terms, it affects the chances and degree of women’s employment as well as their performance at the workplace 

· in symbolic terms, it shapes gender roles and thus indirectly affects women’s capacity as employees in particular, and the gendered division of labor in general: both the horizontal and the vertical segregation of the labor market is a function of the division of labor at home—it is in accordance with, and legitimated by, the conservative family model
· in political terms: it is the ultimate criteria of gender equality (women are more readily involved in paid employment than men in house work)

Present state of affairs in Hungary:

· women do the lion’s share of housework (almost 3 times as much as men: this is a quite stable proportion) and they work more hours then men, according to time-use surveys—this  (cf. Blasko, 2002
, Falussy
)
· since 1989: setback of female employment and decrease of the number of families with 2 wage earners /yielding to social pressure to conform to the image of mother/housewife, many women tried to get rid of the excessive burdens of their dual responsibilities by giving up their paid job, which led to the compensatory revalorization of housework (Toth, 1995
)/.
· reinvigorated traditionalism inhibits social change—Hungarians in general are against any switch in gender roles (Pongracz, 2005), and women are extremely satisfied with their situation in international comparison (Blasko, 2002)

Background:

· Conservative attitudes to keep women at home are reinforced by various economic, political and cultural factors, such as:
· Shock caused by the shift to market economy: unemployment, new standards at work, loss of orientation (Blasko, 2005
)
· Deterioration of the child-care infrastructure: with the closing of nurseries maintained by companies, only 20 % of children can be institutionalized under 3 years of age
· Nostalgia and selective memory: women’s emancipation during state socialism was ambiguous—forced and partial—never affecting the private sphere, while it induced aversion against the idea of gender equality as such (the experience of women’s enhanced employment in the past is viewed in merely negative terms)

· Special privileges, like the 3-year parental leave, available for either parent but historically dedicated to, and made use of by, mothers, which caused a backlash in the late 1970s epitomized by the so-called “maternity-leave discourse” (Adamik, 2000) still effective today. (2-4% of those on leave are fathers, and the decision that they should stay at home is characteristically motivated by economic, rather than ideological, reasons)

· Discriminating workplace practices that punish women even when they do not have family obligations—revealing deficiencies in the enforcement of anti-discrimination legislation
· Lack of effective protection and support of workers on leave—difficulties of women to reintegrate in the labor market 

· Politics (that capitalizes on general conservatism)
· Media (that satisfies and thus enhances conservative attitudes)

· Scholarship: especially selective theories of demography, pedagogy and developmental psychology, that emphasize women’s indispensability at home 
· A deeply sexist culture that affirms the gender divide against all odds and international norms
· Language used by politicians, public officials, policy documents, civil enterprises and the media, referring to domestic duties as the responsibility of women solely—even when promoting equal opportunities
However: 
· Ruptures in ideology:
· Inconsistencies between opinions and practice:

· The single wage-earner family model is not viable in general
· Hungarians, and women in particular, are not so family oriented as they claim to be—the number of children are much lower than the stated ideal.

· Incompatible ideals:
· expectations from women go well beyond the ideal of a house wife providing a stable background to their wage-earning spouse (the ambitions of women and the demands of their partners are more widespread, and parents envision more complex responsibilities for their daughters)—yet conservative discourse tying women to their home is still predominant

· New developments:
· The value of women’s career is gaining recognition
· In some segments of society, both men and women seek to live up to the new, westernized standards of gender equality (especially relinquishing part of child-care to fathers)
· Obstacles of further progress:
· new ambitions and anxieties are not articulated in public for fear of being stigmatized 

· disinterest of social agents: government, political parties, economic enterprises, civil organizations are indifferent or assume to be powerless

· inherited revulsion against intervention in private affairs: family matters are hard to be politicized 

· theoretic and discursive deficiency: point of reference in policy-making and public discourse remains the present state of affairs (stressing motherhood instead of parenting and naturalizing women’s attachment to the private sphere), instead of a progressive vision of gender equality
( Conclusion: Moderate liberalization: gender roles are now diversified and appear somewhat malleable—but there is a striking asymmetry: the range of roles available for women is expanding, while men’s repertoire looks more constrained—thus the relative disadvantage of women is persistent
Reason: women’s competence and availability are now less questioned as employees (though their career opportunities are still significantly worse), while there are serious doubts concerning men’s competence and availability in doing housework: men are considered psychologically dependent on work and career, and inept at most domestic tasks, including childcare. (Vajda, 2006)

3 methodological concerns:
1) Narrow down concerns: Test issue: Fathering / (dual) parenting
Reasons:

· The excessive burdens of women at home are not necessarily linked to motherhood—attending the sick and elderly family members is also considered their responsibility, just like housekeeping in general. Nevertheless, the perception of women as primarily caregivers is strongly connected to the symbolic image of maternity, and reveals the biological thrust of stereotypes: how the reproductive functions of the sexes acquire absolute meaning and become translated into contrasting social functions—it is this perception, revolving around the issue of parenting, that must be changed
· Parenting appears to be a suitable issue to launch propaganda advertising the equal share of domestic responsibilities—whereas other types of housework seem less appealing. It is easier to convince men to participate by reference to their emotional ties to their children than by appealing to their sense of fairness.
2) Broaden scope of action: Change agents and good practices are to be drawn from a wide spectrum of social activity. 

Reason: 
· Extensive and fundamental shift in the gendered division of housework takes a lengthy cultural process that can be influenced only indirectly (unlike in the cases of education or workplace policies, which are both more circumscribed and accessible). Therefore a wide variety of potential agents and mechanisms should be considered, at different levels, in all spheres of social life (legislation and policy-making, practices at different workplaces, initiatives of civil organizations and the media)
3) Complete reevaluation of gender roles:
· Enhancing the value of housework seems an impossible, unproductive yet dangerous strategy: 

· there is no available means (e.g. wages) to convey the idea of equal worth

· housework is already valued high in case of women, so such a move would only reinforce the compensatory overestimation of housework as the means of women’s self-fulfillment, thus reinforcing the gender divide

· men would not be induced to do it for its alleged worth—rather, housework may gain more prestige after men became more involved in it.

· Instead: recognition of new cultural norms:
· male roles and ‘masculinity’ should be rethought and redefined: taboos lifted from housework

· female roles should be reevaluated—partly as the object of men’s expectations but mainly by affirming other standards of self-fulfillment
(Existing) good practices and strategies:
Legislation (recent developments)
· 5-day father’s leave (a symbolic yet significant improvement)
· articles that make parenting a more viable choice for both women and men, e.g. by

· changing the conditions of parental leave in general, increasing its benefits and mitigating its disadvantages—e.g. beneficiary may start working after the 1st year, with no constraints;
· employer is not required to pay social security contribution after workers on leave; free higher education while on parental leave
· legislation on part-time employment making it a theoretically available choice
Employment policies
· family-friendly workplace policies (mostly at large multinational companies and small-scale enterprises working for local market)—Attention! Practically considered as “mother-friendly” policies.
Civil enterprises and the media
· information campaigns, trainings and awareness-raising programs popularizing new role models and useful patterns of partnership (increasing interest of “women’s magazines”, special publications and online forums /e.g. Tusarok/.
Examples:
(Note that all these initiatives were short-lived, their stability could not be guaranteed.)
· “Breaking Patterns,” launched by MONA (Hungarian Women’s Foundation) in 2005 as part of an international enterprise, was a combined research and training project supported by the EU. Its aims were to identify men in higher management who had been on parental leave and thus became more open to similar requests of their subordinates as well as the idea of gender equality in general. (Due to lack of interest from companies, the training never actually happened.)
· another MONA project that is starting right now: it involves the training of district nurses supervising the care of newborn babies at home to convince them to draw fathers into this activity. (As for now, they are concerned only with mothers.)
· “The Partnership of Genders”, a 2-day event organized by Jol-Let Foundation in 2004, involving acting games, consultancy, etc. (Though supposed to be continued, it could not develop into a more structured training because of lack of founding and interest.)

Cases to be demonstrated at the seminar:
· Fathers’ club: an initiative to be presented by its founding father, Miklos Hortobagyi: training and consultancy 

· to help future fathers meet their tasks both emotionally and intellectually

· to enhance equality and equilibrium within the family system
· Educational film series “It can happen to you, too—Women’s rights in Hungary after Accession to the EU” (commissioned by MONA and financed by the European Commission) on women’s de jure and de facto rights: the impact of EU communal law on gender equality and persisting problems. (It seems hard to get it broadcasted because of the unease of editorials concerning such matters) 
5th part: on sharing domestic responsibilities
Discursive Strategies:
(Main arguments to convince men why equality is beneficial for them, too—applied in the film series)
· emotional balance: less stress from work, more time with children and family
· children’s needs and requirements of a non-authoritarian family structure
· less weary partner, liberated from the double burden of work and household duties

· less ambivalence as to their expectations in a relationship, more up-to-date and viable ways of constructing their personal life (cf. presently irreconcilable requirements from their partner)
· housework is not “effeminizing” and it is not a big deal, after all

· enhance a sense of justice, that in itself is a source of pleasure and harmony

Ambivalent or counterproductive arguments
· men are apt/good for other things than women, therefore their contribution in house work and family life is indispensable (ergo the emphasis is not on sharing)

· “feminization” of the household is harmful for the children

· women are privileged and spoilt, men should take their turn in inactivity

Basic principles to be followed
Arguments thus should
· assert the essential equality of women and men and challenge biological notions of distinct capabilities, skills and competences (de-essentialize gender differences)
· promote the de-genderdization of family duties, including childcare

· enhance gender equality and justice in all spheres of social life—cf. Gender Mainstreaming
· by considering gender inequality when promoting policies like the introduction of part-time work and other atypical forms of employment
· by linking the points about equality within the household to issues of horizontal and vertical segregation
Ideas for action plans:

· show model families and male idols who believe in and practice equality

· parody of current inequalities (e.g. publish cartoons; organize playful competition where women and men can display competence in housework) 

· organize debate on child psychology and pedagogy, providing information on international experience about the advantages of relatively early institutionalization of children

· training program for teachers of young children to enhance (rather than suppress) boys’ natural interest in housework through imitation games and story telling

· training program for company executive and HR managers, as well as career consultants about the economic advantages of family-friendly workplace policies and a more equal share of domestic responsibilities
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