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Post-socialist gender
transformations and women’s
experiences of employment

Movements between continuity and change
in Bulgaria

Mariya Stoilova
Birkbeck Institute for Social Research,

Birkbeck, University of London, London, UK

Abstract

Purpose – This paper seeks to demonstrate that gender research is crucial to understanding
post-socialist transformations and wider changes in social life. Focused on employment experiences
and gender identities of two generations of Bulgarian women, it aims to highlight the complex
intertwining of social structure and individual agency and to point out how processes of continuity
and change constitute the post-socialist transformation and individual life journeys.

Design/methodology/approach – Informed by feminist analyses of gender and citizenship,
generation theory and qualitative interviews, the paper employs the notion of gender imaginaries in
comparing continuity and change in gender policy and individual experiences.

Findings – The paper argues that significant changes occurred after 1989 in the ways official gender
imaginaries were constructed through law, policy, and public discourses. In comparison to this,
individual women’s gender imaginaries entailed not only change but also sustained attachment to paid
work, rejection of domesticity, and continued feelings of gender equality. This suggests that stable and
often unquestioned notions of gender had a significant role for individual imaginaries. In addition to
this, some of the most considerable changes were manifested in the notions of risk and uncertainty,
which have become central aspects of the post-socialist gender imaginary, particularly in relation to
paid work.

Originality/value – The paper engages in a comparison of employment experiences of two
generations of women thus directing its enquiry to the combination of individuals’ agency in crafting
one’s life journey and the constraints of social structures and existing gender inequalities. Thus,
transformations in individual lived lives of women are seen as interrelated with social change and
historic location.

Keywords Socialist economies, Gender, Women workers, Bulgaria

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Informed by feminist analyses of gender and citizenship, which suggest that women
have faced various forms of gender inequality both during socialism and after its
collapse (Daskalova, 2000; Einhorn, 1993a, 2010; Gal and Kligman, 2000a; Kostova,
1998), the starting point of this paper is that research on and for women is crucial to
understanding post-socialist transformations in gender relations and wider changes in
social life[1]. Different meanings of gender have shaped the post-1989 socio-economic,
political, intimate, and religious relations (Gal and Kligman, 2000a; Marody and
Giza-Poleszczuk, 2000) and women’s position in society is understood as influenced by,
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but also “in return” influencing, the social transformations (Einhorn, 1993a, p. 3). In the
first part of the paper, I look at the notion of “social imaginary” (Gaonkar, 2002; Taylor,
2002) and suggest that gender can add new dimensions to analyses of imaginaries of
socialist and post-socialist regimes. I explore how official gender imaginaries were
constructed through law, policy and public discourses, pointing out the significant
changes that occurred after 1989. Following this, I compare these changes to individual
gender imaginaries of Bulgarian women sampled in this study and discuss the
methodology and the parameters of the sample.

Informed by Mannheim’s generation theory, which makes links between individual
experiences and historic location (Mannheim, [1952] 1997), a key emphasis of the paper is
the analysis of generational differences between women who grew up during and after
socialism. Using these generational comparisons, I focus on several of the most important
continuities in individual gender imaginaries, specifically on sustained attachment to paid
work in women’s identity formation, on the rejection of domesticity, and on continued
feelings of gender equality. In the following discussion, I focus on significant changes in
women’s experiences of employment and argue that notions of risk and uncertainty have
become central aspects of the post-socialist gender imaginary, particularly in relation to
paid work. I point out the benefits of this theoretical approach in comparison to seeing
women as “losers” or “victims” of the post-socialist transformations. In the final part of the
paper, I explore different ways in which imaginaries of employment risk were created and
experienced by women through focusing on the importance of social background and
education, age, and care responsibilities. Here, I point out the diversity in women’s
experiences on the one hand, and the intertwining of structure and agency in shaping
gendered experiences on the other.

2. Gender regime transformations and official gender imaginaries
Based on the notion of “social imaginaries” (Gaonkar, 2002; Taylor, 2002) this section
explores the shifts in the ways gender has been collectively “imagined”. These shifts are
seen as symptomatic of the regime change in 1989 and its aftermath and their analysis
allows exploration of the complex processes of continuity and change intertwined in the
“new” societies. Similarly to Taylor (2002), I see social imaginaries as a combination of the
ways people imagine their own social existence and the way they relate to others, of their
expectations and the normative notions underlining these expectations (Taylor, 2002,
p. 106). In this sense, social imaginaries underpin common understandings and practices
and create a widely shared sense of legitimacy (Taylor, 2002, p. 106), thus becoming social
entities themselves (Gaonkar, 2002, p. 4). Social imaginaries are also carried in collectively
shared significations like symbols, stories, myths (Gaonkar, 2002), political discourse,
academic writing, novels, plays, film, and generally manifested through language
(Gaonkar, 2002; Maza, 2003). In emphasising that social imaginaries are dynamic
connections between embodied practices and explicit doctrines, Gaonkar (2002) argues:

Within the folds of a social imaginary, we see ourselves as agents who traverse a social space
and inhabit a temporal horizon, entertain certain beliefs and norms, engage in and make sense
of our practices in terms of purpose, timing, and appropriateness, and exist among other
agents. The social imaginary is something more than an immediate practical understanding
of how to do particular things – such as how to buy a newspaper, ride a subway, order a
drink, wire money, make small talk, or submit a petition. It involves a form of understanding
that has a wider grasp of our history and social existence (Gaonkar, 2002, p. 10).
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Precisely this temporal and historical embeddedness of subjective social existence,
which underlies the notion of “social imaginaries”, makes the concept valuable for the
study of post-1989 social transformations and of gender regime changes in particular.
Seeing gender as a social imaginary becomes possible in relation to its features of being
a set of common understandings and practices, as well as a deeply personal experience
having the ability to place “normative and regulatory demands” (Flax, 2004, p. 908).
Possessing the characteristics of social imaginaries, gender is:

[. . .] a social fact; a socially constructed category; a possible site of intensely subjective
fantasy, emotion, and meaning construction; and an effect of power with differential and
asymmetric consequences inherent in varying positions within its grid (Flax, 2004, p. 908).

The contribution of analyses of gender to the notion of social imaginaries derives
from the consideration of power relations (Flax, 2004, p. 908; Scott, 1988, p. 46) and the
concern that certain imaginaries that are represented as “common” and “social” in
practice embody views of privileged groups. Such privileged views can be oppressive
and exclusive of various minoritised groups, which, in the case of gender analyses, has
been pointed out by black feminists, postcolonial, and queer theorists (Lorde, 2007;
Spivak, 1988; Butler, 1990). Furthermore, privileged imaginaries receive normative
status when they are institutionalized. This entails the projection of them as “natural”, as
the “basic idiom of the personal and the social”, and even as an ideal or moral
accomplishment, as Berlant and Warner (1998, p. 548) suggest in relation to the privilege
of heterosexuality. To acknowledge this “hierarchy”, I employ the notions of “official”
and “lived life” gender imaginaries, which need to be seen as being in a dynamic relation
of mutual influences. In the discussion of this paper, “official” imaginaries are
represented by law, policy, and various public discourses created through academic
writing, political discourse, and the mass media, while “lived life” imaginaries represent
woman’s own accounts.

Discussions of gender imaginary need to be further complicated by acknowledgement
of the various ways individuals internalise and act upon social norms, which make
the use of the plural term “gender imaginaries” seem more appropriate. My study also
demonstrated that on individual level, imaginaries are constructed within existing
structural divisions case-specific contexts and diverse reference groups (Duncan
et al., 2003; Irwin, 2005). Not only were these imaginaries immersed in “old” and “new”
notions of gender, but they also stretched over unquestioned and taken-for-granted
gendered self-identities (McNay, 1999). Hence, discussions of gendered imaginaries need
to make reference to both structure and agency, which is the starting point for this paper,
as it aims to make connections between changes (and continuities) in gender regimes and
individual gender imaginaries within the sphere of employment.

Finally, I would like to point out that looking at shifts in institutionalized and lived life
gender imaginaries needs to be seen as part of the wider socio-economic transformations
occurring after 1989, and in particular as part of the more general shifts in norms and
values. As Taylor (2002, p. 99) points out, periods of rapid socio-economic or political
changes cause breakdowns in social imaginary until old practices are transformed into
new ones. A significant body of literature on the post-socialist transformation suggests
variously that the regime change was related to a moral, spiritual, and identity crisis
(Bonnell, 1996, p. vii; Breslauer, 1996, p. 9; Brunnbauer, 2000, p. 161), which resulted in a
“dissolution of social bonds and beliefs” (Rossi, 2007, p. 297). The term “anomie” is also
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used to describe these processes and experiences (Genov, 1998; Philipov, 2002;
Philipov et al., 2006). As Fotaki (2009, p. 149) suggests, the rejected old phantasies for
egalitarian socialist society were replaced by the new phantasy of the free market –
symbol of democracy, freedom, and affluence. However, as rightfully pointed out by
Einhorn (2010, p. 11), even though imagined gendered roles in post-socialist societies
varied significantly before and after 1989, the two periods are characterised by a gap
between rhetoric and “reality”. The remaining part of the paper explores these shifts first
in relation to institutionalized gender imaginaries before and after 1989, and second in
the lived life experiences of two generations of Bulgarian women.

The Bulgarian socialist government, similar to other socialist governments, put a lot
of effort into building the image of “the socialist woman” as a worker, an activist, and a
mother (“ ”) to such an extent that some authors
suggest that public space and discourse were overwhelmed with “womanhood”
(Kotzeva and Todorova, 1994, p. 30; Kotzeva, 1995, p. 73). Within these roles,
employment was of central importance, as state socialist policies and public discourses
throughout Eastern Europe associated positive images of femininity with employment
and the exclusion from paid work was identified as key to women’s oppression (Alsop,
2000; Kotzeva and Todorova, 1994; Molyneux, 1981, 1990). Entering the labour force was
seen as liberating women from unwanted marriages and dependency on men
(Brunnbauer, 2000, p. 152). A whole system of work-related entitlements was created
that made paid employment not only a moral obligation, but also a “a welfare passport”
for women (Pascall and Manning, 2000, p. 248). This led Gal and Kligman (2000a, p. 5) to
conclude that women became more dependent on the state than on individual men, while
state socialist governments made attempts to “erase gender differences” (Gal and
Kligman, 2000a, b, p. 5) rather than to effectively address gender inequalities. Women in
socialist countries faced occupational and sectoral segregation in employment, they
received between 66 and 75 per cent of men’s salaries (Einhorn, 1993b) and remained
primarily responsible for housework and childcare (Einhorn, 1993a).

With insufficient socialisation of domestic labour and preservation of traditional
gender roles within the family sphere (Einhorn, 1993a; Pascall and Manning, 2000;
Pascall and Kwak, 2005) women were overburdened by their multiple duties (Corrin,
1992; Einhorn, 1993a; LaFont, 2001; Panova et al., 1993; Pilkington, 1992). Therefore, the
public image of female “brave victims” (Marody and Giza-Poleszczuk, 2000, p. 159) was
created, emphasising the self-sacrifice of women who worked, who were upstanding
citizens and who also had happy marriages and admirable children (Marody and
Giza-Poleszczuk, 2000, p. 156). However, the importance of women’s role as employees
soon lost its priority in the context of declining birth rates, of evaluations that the
socialisation of domestic labour was expensive, and of (what can be seen from a
neo-liberal market point of view as) “over-employment” (Daskalova, 1999; Petrova, 1994,
p. 269; United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), 2006, p. 12). Thus, the
role of women as mothers received higher importance when various socialist
governments took a pronatalist direction in the late 1960s and in the 1970s (Einhorn,
1993b; Ferree, 1993; Molyneux, 1990; Pascall and Manning, 2000).

Hence, it can be argued that the state socialist gender imaginary was motivated more
by government concerns about economic performance and higher birth rates than by
support of women’s rights, and that in practice, women’s individual rights were
subordinated to the collective interests (Einhorn, 1993a, 2001; Molyneux, 1990).
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However, from a more positive perspective, it can be suggested that women derived from
their labour market participation some financial independence, “a sense of identity and
self-esteem, their social status and support networks” (Einhorn, 1995, p. 229). Women
experienced a feeling of equality which happened as an “unintended consequence” of
state socialist policy (Watson, 2000, p. 371). In addition, women’s employment and
education might have altered the terms on which they entered and negotiated family
relations and might have contributed to women’s greater independence inside and
outside relationships (Pascall and Manning, 2000, p. 262). Simultaneously, this
emphasises the differences between official government gender imaginary represented
in policy and individualised gender imaginaries found in lived life experiences.

The enormous and extremely rapid changes that swept through Eastern Europe in the
late 1980s and early 1990s brought about seismic shifts in the socio-economic and political
milieu of the countries in the area, as well as shifts in the official and lived life gender
imaginaries. Renewed debates on women’s social roles and employment participation
were opened up by the post-socialist transformations (Daskalova, 2000; Einhorn and
Sever, 2003; LaFont, 2001; Panova et al., 1993; Pascall and Manning, 2000). There was
gender imaginary change as the image of the working socialist mother was replaced by a
new wave of traditionalism across many Eastern European states including Bulgaria
(Daskalova, 2000; Einhorn, 1995, 1996; Kligman, 1996; Pascall and Manning, 2000;
Watson, 1993). The process of re-creation of national identities entailed “nostalgic ideals of
femininity and masculinity” (Einhorn and Sever, 2003, p. 171-2), which reinforced a
discourse of women’s primary responsibility for the domestic sphere and pushed women’s
employment even further back on the state policy and political discourse agenda. Some
explanations of this new wave of traditionalism focus on the rejection of socialist values
(Fotaki, 2009; Kostova, 1998; Petrova, 1993) and on the failure of socialist governments to
challenge traditional gender roles (Daskalova, 2000; Einhorn, 1995, 1996; Kligman, 1996;
Pascall and Manning, 2000; Watson, 1993). Others emphasise the marginalisation of
women in the public policy-making process after 1989 (Alsop and Hockey, 2001;
Einhorn, 1993a; Waylen, 1994), the masculinisation of the public sphere and the labour
market, which began to be seen as a “man’s world” (Watson, 1993, p. 472), and the
lack of independent feminist movements. Arguments in support of the
women-returning-to-the-home rhetoric often blamed women’s employment for being an
additional burden for women during socialism and pointed out the fall in birth-rates as an
effect of this (Daskalova, 2001; Hajiiska, 1996; Kostova, 1998).

There have been numerous feminist critiques of the transformation from a centralised
state-led economy to a market economy, which came to be seen by early post-socialist
societies as the sole and inevitable path after the collapse of state socialism (Einhorn, 2010,
p. 6; Fotaki, 2009, p. 149). These analyses often suggest that women have been the
excluded (Watson, 1993, p. 471) or exploited gender (Breslauer, 1996, p. 10), that their
interests have been subordinated and sacrificed (Funk and Mueller, 1993), or even, more
generally, that they have been the losers of the post-socialist transformation
(Aslanbeigui et al., 1994). Some of these arguments focus on the violation of women’s
reproductive rights in some post-socialist states (Daskalova, 2000; Einhorn, 1993a, p. 1;
1996, p. 69; Kligman, 1996, p. 73), on the spread of pornography and male violence
(Buckley, 1997; Panova et al., 1993), and on the rising rates of rape, prostitution, and
trafficking (Kligman, 1996, p. 73). It seems, however, that women’s changing employment
circumstances have been one of the main concerns of these gender analyses of
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the transformation. Some of the main factors suggested to define the change in
circumstances include gender discrimination in recruitment (Buckley, 1997), lack of social
support of motherhood, feminisation of poverty (Kligman, 1996, p. 73), concentration of
women in low-paid sectors and less prestigious positions (Aslanbeigui et al., 1994), the
initial feminisation of unemployment during the first years after 1989 (UNIFEM, 2006;
Eurostat, 2007) and women’s increased participation in the grey economy (UNIFEM,
2006). In addition to these common processes in post-socialist countries, the circumstances
in Bulgaria were worsened by the country’s delayed economic transformation, weak
structural change, and extremely low privatization (European Commission (EC), 1997).
Less than a decade after 1989, Bulgaria faced “national bankruptcy” twice (EC, 1997, p. 21).
For example, at the beginning of 1997, before the currency board was introduced, about 40
per cent of the population lived below the official poverty line (EC, 1997, p. 91) and women
were again bearing a disproportionate amount of the burdens (Stoilova, 2009, p. 128).

Without underestimating the evidence on which these arguments are based, it can be
suggested that studies of post-socialist gender relations, which represent women as
disadvantaged, marginalised, or subordinated are bound to receive criticisms of the
generalisations they make about women and about post-socialist societies. Furthermore,
the overemphasis on gender inequalities invites women to see themselves as “victims”
and the “exploited gender” (Breslauer, 1996; Einhorn, 1993a, 2001; Ghodsee, 2004), thus
not allowing for positive self-identification (Ghodsee, 2004, p. 734) and not accounting
for the everyday victories of women, their creativity and agency in coping with the
situation (Buckley, 1997; Einhorn, 2001; Pascall and Manning, 2000). It also does not
correspond to the self-identification of women, as I explore in section four of the paper.
Instead, I want to suggest an alternative focus of the discussion of gender
transformations, which highlights the emergence of risk and uncertainty as main
aspects of lived life gender imaginaries of the post-1989 period, especially in relation to
women’s experiences of employment.

3. Research design and methodology
Analyses of significant shifts in the social gender imaginary before and after 1989 give
rise to questions about whether women’s lived lives would provide any evidence of
changes in the ways individual women imagine their social roles and relate or identify
with employment. These were among the questions of my study based on qualitative
semi-structured interviews with 34 ethnic Bulgarian women from the capital who were
between the ages of 22 and 80 years. Geographically, the interviewees were from various
regions of the capital, none of which have specific class characteristics. In terms of
education, the sample included women with a secondary education (n ¼ 13),
professional secondary or vocational education (n ¼ 7); and university education
(n ¼ 13). The interviewees had a variety of jobs: unskilled or manual (n ¼ 13); skilled or
highly skilled jobs (n ¼ 15) and six women were not working (studying; on maternity
leave; retired; unemployed; housewives). The sample included women in various living
and family arrangements: married (n ¼ 18); in non-cohabiting (n ¼ 8) or cohabiting
(n ¼ 4) relationships; single (n ¼ 4); and widowed (n ¼ 3). All the women in the sample
identified themselves as heterosexual.

These women were divided into two “generations” for the purposes of the study: those
(40 years and over) who had experienced both education and employment in the earlier
state socialist era, and those (35 years and under) who started their working lives only
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after the system change. This division was informed by Mannheim’s generation theory,
which suggests that individuals living in the same historical period constitute a generation
because they are subject to common influences and because they share the same range of
potential opportunities while being excluded from others (Mannheim, [1952] 1997). Hence,
generations are not “born” as a result of the co-existence of people, but as a result of shared
experiences, feelings of belonging to a common history, and from collective consciousness
(Mannheim, [1952] 1997). The importance that Mannheim ([1952] 1997) puts on adulthood
informed my decision to divide the sample into the above mentioned groups of women[2].
Including women from the same ethnic group and city in the sample allowed the research
to focus on the generational differences of women’s experiences and on the transformation
process itself as a key social indicator. Excluding women from rural areas and/or
from ethnic minoritised groups minimised the influence of ethnicity and geographic
location on women’s experiences but allowed a focus on generational divisions[3].

Based on such qualitative study, this paper does not attempt to make claims
representative of Bulgarian women, or “post-socialist women”, but to contribute to the
better understanding of some aspects of the post-socialist gendered experiences of paid
work. However, drawing on employment data from various Eastern European countries
and on feminist studies of socialist and post-socialist gender regimes, the paper suggests
some connections between individual and collective experiences in both national and
wider European contexts.

4. Lived life gender imaginaries: risk and the transformation of
employment experiences
Following from the theoretical discussion of gender imaginaries and the analysis of
shifts in pre- and post-1989 official gender imaginaries, the remaining part of the paper
explores the continuity and change in lived life gender imaginaries, presented through
women’s experiences of employment. As I already discussed, women’s employment was
a central aspect of the state socialist gender regime and a key issue for political and
feminist debates of the post-socialist period, which makes it an informative focus for the
analysis of lived life imaginaries.

The comparison of the two generations of Bulgarian women revealed some very
important continuities in women’s perceptions of their roles and social positioning. First,
both older and younger women demonstrated a very strong attachment to paid work,
which constituted an important part of their identity and daily life experiences (Stoilova,
2009). Paid work was linked to feelings of fulfilment, usefulness, and contributing to the
wellbeing of close people. It was also an entitlement and a source of independence and
self-confidence (Stoilova, 2009). Furthermore, being a full-time housewife was very often
perceived, by both the older and younger women, as being isolating and limiting. Both
generations were very critical of the idea:

I don’t want to be a housewife because I have to work! What else is there to do, lie down?
(Diana, 52, non-cohabiting relationship, two children)[4].

Oh, no! No way! You’d go mental like that! (Marta, 42, married, two children).

I want to work. It is horrible without work and engagements! Even if you have a family, when
you are looking after the house you spend no more than three hours a day doing it, and the
rest of the day – soap operas. No, that is not for me! [laughter] (Rumiana, 28, non-cohabiting
relationship, no children).
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Women saw being a housewife as a marginal and unprivileged position, which could not
offer a positive identity. This “anti-domesticity cult” (Stoilova, 2009, p. 221) demonstrated
that the social disapproval of “the full-time housewife” established during socialism
(Einhorn, 1993a; Koytcheva, 2006) continued to influence women’s work-life decisions
and self-identity after 1989. Furthermore, women’s own expectations to take part in
employment remained largely unquestioned and taken-for-granted aspects of their
self-identity. This highlighted not only that gendered identities are embedded in moral
negotiations with individuals’ own pre-existing values and expectations and those of
others but also that processes of “not negotiating” had an important role in shaping
life-journey choices of women. In this sense, there was more continuity in the way the
two generations of women perceived, spoke, and identified with their jobs, rather than
disjunctions. This suggests that the discourse of traditionalisation has not become part
of how women see themselves. There was no evidence from my qualitative study that
domestification of women has become part of the post-socialist lived life gender
imaginaries.

Similarly to my findings, it is becoming increasingly recognized by scholars that
social expectations that women will “opt out” of employment did not prove to be realistic
(Einhorn and Sever, 2003; LaFont, 2001; Panova et al., 1993; Pascall and Manning, 2000;
Věšı́nová-Kalivodová, 2005). This is also confirmed by recent labour statistics of United
Nations Economic Comission for Europe (UNECE) showing that in almost all former
socialist countries (Bosnia and Herzegovina being the only exception), above 40 per cent
of all employees are women (UNECE, 2009). In addition to this “remarkably constant”
desire to continue working (Einhorn, 2010, p. 145), I would argue, women demonstrated
that employment was an unquestioned part of their gender imaginaries. Domesticity, as
an alternative option, did not hold a positive image, which also seemed
taken-for-granted.

A second important continuity in women’s perceptions of themselves and of gender
roles was the presence of a strong discourse of gender equality and even the superiority
of women, which was expressed by both generations. Comparisons of the abilities and
performance of the two genders were often made in terms of their ability to adapt to
neo-liberal market conditions as a flexible and rational economic actor. Many of the
interviewees thought that women had better qualities to adapt to the free market, which
was linked to being more flexible, ready to negotiate and able to evaluate different
opportunities:

Women are performing better than men, 100%. There are at least 10 options in her head about
one thing. For me, men are coping with more difficulty [. . . and it is due to] passivity perhaps.
The woman tells herself I can do this, and that, and the other thing and deals with everything
(Diana, 52, HR assistant, divorced, now in a relationship but not living together, 2 children).

Women adapt more easily, for example to retirement. Men find it more difficult to adjust to
retirement. [. . .] Women show more initiative, they are better with money and it is much
better if she is responsible for the family budget. Men are the slightly weaker sex (Boriana, 58,
chemist, married, 2 children).

First of all women are more diplomatic, second they are more flexible, they are better players
than men (Rada, 35, Personnel Assistant in a Ministry, married, 1 child).

In many situations, being flexible meant being able to put up with difficulties and
harsh conditions, placing the interests of your family first and being a more
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reconciled employee. Women thought that these factors were enhancing their performance
in the free labour market, which was a reason for feeling superiority rather than inferiority
in comparison to men. On the contrary, studies on women’s positioning in the
post-socialist labour market suggest that when they lack employment options, women are
more vulnerable than men because of their readiness to take up, as a last resort, jobs which
have less social security protection, less job safety and stability, longer working weeks
(Kostova, 1998; Vladimirova, 2003), or harsh work conditions (UNIFEM, 2006).

Women’s status as “secondary earners” (Szalai, 1998, p. 196) and their willingness to
make extra efforts to protect their families from economic difficulties (Einhorn, 1991;
UNIFEM, 2006) were among the factors shaping the terms on which women enter
employment. This market vulnerability, however, was seen by some women as acting in
their benefit as employees. This suggests women’s inability to recognise the structural
causes to their individual experiences and how these are part of wider gender inequality
processes occurring in the post-socialist market. On the contrary, women used
the neo-liberal language to represent themselves as active, flexible, and rational
economic actors.

In spite of the important similarities discussed above, there were significant
differences between the experiences of the two generations, on the one hand, and
between working experiences before and after 1989, which demonstrated the impact of
the socio-economic transformation on individual women’s lives. The most significant
difference between the generations was related to the reasoning and motivation of
women to start working but in fact it involved more general notions about women’s life
journeys, personal choice, and gendered social expectations. When women from the
older generation spoke about the reasons they had started working they used similar
explanations suggesting that work was something obvious, expected of life, and
undertaken without much reflexive thinking:

I have not thought about it [why I started working]. It was something natural: you graduate
from school, you are allocated to a certain position, and you start working (Marta, 42,
part-time decorator of pottery, married, 2 children).

Well, I was a young person, and after I had studied it was natural to work (Eva, 60, retired
interpreter, widow, 2 children).

Maybe, if I had lived during the last century and I was not educated [I would not work] [. . .]
Well, you can’t study for 25 years, get a university degree and then not work. This was not an
option [. . .] Our generation was like this, that we studied, and we wouldn’t even think that we
wouldn’t [work] (Natalia, 55, mathematician, married, 2 children).

Simply I built my identity like this [. . .] You couldn’t stay at home and expect somebody else
to feed you. Who? No way. Quite simply these were the circumstances (Liuba, 76, retired
deputy executive secretary in a trade union, widow, 1 child).

The first quote refers to the allocation system that existed during socialism, which
created strong links between education, training, and employment. In practice, the
process of looking for a first job did not exist, which reduced the pressure on young
graduates, but also resulted in a lack of agency in attitudes towards employment. There
were cases in my sample where women had remained at their first job all their lives,
and while some of the women were content with this, others thought that this was
making them less flexible as workers.
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The “obviousness” of employment in a woman’s life was explained as part of the
existing social norms and practices, as a “way of life”. Employment was characterised by
some inevitability, which suggests that the late modern way of thinking about life,
where individuals “have no choice but to choose” (Giddens, 1991, p. 81) was reversed
during socialism – people were compelled not to choose. This also provides some
evidence that women had indeed internalised the socialist image of the working mother,
which had become part of their self-identity, as Einhorn also suggested in her study
(Einhorn, 1993a) and this had become an important aspect of gender imaginaries.

The discourse of “obviousness” was not limited to employment but also characterised
how the older generation of women spoke about other life course events, for example the
“naturalness” of education, marriage, and having children. The narrative of “obvious”
life events was underpinned by essentialist ideas about a woman’s “natural” role as a
mother and also suggested some fixedness of life journeys where individual biographies
were rather predictable, pre-given and uniform. This relates to the norms, practices, and
lifestyles which were created or encouraged by the socialist regime because “common
sense” ideas are socially constructed norms and values that reflect the specificity of the
historical moment and existing power relations (Billig, 1991). Practices that appear to be
self-evident reflect internalised dominant norms that are suppressing unconventional
practices (Wetherell and Potter, 1992). In a period of guaranteed work and wage, free
public health and education, and the provision of social housing, life was more secure
and easier to plan. Propaganda relating to “appropriate” practices and gender identities
enforced stereotypical models of behaviour and decreased individuals’ reflexivity and
awareness of alternative possibilities (Breslauer, 1996, p. 6). To put it differently, state
socialism created strong and rather stable imaginaries about individuals’ life journeys
and gender roles.

The transformation period saw the end of life-course security with the rapid rise in
unemployment, mass redundancies ( Jones and Miller, 1997; Todorova, 1999), and
poverty (Atal, 1999; Emigh et al., 2001). As Adler (2004) argues in relation to the Eastern
German context, the collapse of state socialism caused a “sudden move from a ‘centrally
planned life’ to a ‘high risk society’, which has completely overturned the predictable life
course” (Adler, 2004, p. 15). The sudden loss of predictable life explains why the younger
generation, who had not been in paid labour during socialism, had a different way of
explaining their rationale to start work where financial reasons were highlighted as the
main motivation and a significant driving factor:

[The reason to start working was] money [laughter]. This was the main reason and when
I think about it there was not any other reason (Ekaterina, 28, software department manager).

Financial reasons. Even then students did not have enough money. The allowance that
I received from my parents was not enough so I needed to start working (Monica, 32,
municipal property expert).

I don’t remember the exact title of my first job, it was for an electrical company. I was 18 and
on the day that I got my diploma from school I started working. There was no other way.
Whether you want to or not, you have to work, these were the circumstances. You have no
income and you start working (Nadia, 35, sales assistant).

The transformation from “this is what people do” to “this is what I had to do”
demonstrates how the changing circumstances of the labour market resulted in well
established practices being replaced with individuals’ own strategies. This has parallels
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with Einhorn’s argument that individuals experienced a greater responsibility to their
own future prospects (Einhorn, 1996, p. 78) and self-reliance in the economic sphere
(Einhorn, 2010, p. 100). The smooth passage from one life course stage to another was
also interrupted, as schooling and employment did not go “hand-in-hand”, as was
previously the case. In the new labour market circumstances, women’s employment
behaviour and attitudes were more influenced by the necessity to earn (Stoilova, 2009),
which was true for both the younger and the older generation. Approached from a
neo-liberal market perspective, this can be seen as an example of the autonomy and
self-reliance of individuals, while the post-modern approach would suggest the
occurrence of individualisation and self-reflexivity (Beck, 1992; Beck and
Beck-Gernsheim, 2001; Giddens, 1991).

The experiences of having and wanting to earn for close others was shared by women
from both generations, as my study demonstrated (Stoilova, 2009). The importance of
earning meant being able to contribute to a standard of living that otherwise would not
be possible. Having a job was more closely linked to meeting the needs of others rather
than satisfying a personal need. Earning was, therefore, for the collective good rather
than for personal benefit. Family-centred earning seemed an even more important aspect
of employment for women whose families were in a difficult financial situation and they
were quite frank about it. Only women from wealthier backgrounds could enjoy earning
as a personal benefit. However, it was common for all women in the sample to see their
financial contribution as a source of independence and self-confidence.

The work of Beck (1992) on risk provides a good theoretical framework for the
discussion of these transformations triggered by the changes from centrally-planned to
free markets, even though his theory was not originally developed with reference to the
post-socialist countries. In Risk Society (1992) Beck suggests that late modern societies
have become risk societies, in which individuals have to deal with risk on a daily basis.
Risks have become global, difficult to measure, prevent, or avoid. Similarly to my
findings about Bulgarian women’s employment experiences, Beck (1992) argues that the
main personal strategy, adopted in an attempt to overcome risk and uncertainty, is the
“minimisation of bads” rather than the production of wealth.

The greater feeling of risk and insecurity was one of the main distinctions between
pre- and post-1989 labour market that women made. For example, Lilly explained the
difference as follows:

What is worse now is the insecurity. You can never be sure if you will have a job tomorrow,
and if your children, who have grown up in the mean time, will be able to find a good job [. . .]
What I could say before because I was working, that I would go on a holiday, that I would
save money, or that I would buy something, now I can’t say any more (Lilly, 47, secretary).

Even though women from the older generation much more often spoke in comparative
terms because they had experienced working both before and after 1989, narratives about
job insecurity and general uncertainty in one’s future were present in the interviews of
both older and younger women. Regardless of their job and position, women from both
generations felt under threat of being made redundant and thought that they were less
able to protect their position. As a result they were less willing to express opinions and felt
under pressure to accept all requirements and to work extra hours to meet all
expectations. Such experiences put additional pressure on working women and made
them feel more vulnerable in the labour market. Hence, the post-socialist situation had
influenced individuals’ aspirations and personal strategies (Genov, 2006, p. 367) where
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the pursuit of survival outweighed well-being and self-realization (Genov, 2006; Pascall
and Manning, 2000). Here, the importance of individual’s socio-economic background
was a much more significant factor determining women’s experiences than generational
belonging. The pursuit of survival was especially true of women who were in less
favourable positions – those who were older, less educated, or who were raising small
children. On the other hand, young single women professionals and women
entrepreneurs were more confident of their abilities, more willing to show initiative,
and seemed less limited by employment risks.

Women’s experiences suggested, similarly to Beck’s (1992) theory on risk, that
individuals were left to deal with uncertainty through their own means. Managing the
economic difficulties was seen as an individual’s responsibility, which reflects an
integral feature of neo-liberal market ideology, but was also reinforced by the feeling
that state support was insufficient. However, women’s personal strategies, I would
suggest, had also incorporated support of and from family members and non-formal
networks (Stoilova, 2009). These resources were used as “buffers” against risk, which
has become an important “ingredient” of the post-socialist imaginaries, especially in
relation to employment and individuals’ life journeys, thus representing a significant
shift from the stability and uniformity of life during socialism. In the remaining part of
this paper I explore three aspects in which these imaginaries of risk and uncertainty
were manifested.

5. Aspects of women’s employment uncertainty – social background, age,
and care
The increase of uncertainty and hardship is not specific to Bulgaria, as women in all
post-socialist Eastern European countries are believed to have lost economic and social
welfare entitlements (Einhorn, 1993a, b) and women members of disadvantaged groups
are “often worse off than their male counterparts” (EC, 2006, p. 12). Comparisons between
women’s employment situation in East European and West European countries often
point out that, in spite of the significant differences between countries, in general female
employees experience similar processes of discrimination in the labour market in relation
to occupational and sectoral gender segregation, pay gaps, and unemployment (EC, 2006,
2009; UNIFEM, 2006). Women’s employment is also impacted more by parenthood than
men’s and women are more likely to have short-term contracts and are at a higher risk of
poverty (EC, 2006, 2009; UNIFEM, 2006). However, while the present labour market
situation for women across Europe might be similar, the way it was reached is
significantly different – “while the labour market position of women in Western Europe
has improved over the past generation, that of women in Eastern Europe has declined”
(UNIFEM, 2006, p. 6). Women in post-socialist societies have also been affected by lower
earning and living standards (Heinen, 2009; Pascall and Manning, 2000; Staykova, 2004), a
dramatic increase in unemployment, poverty, and social inequality (UNIFEM, 2006, p. 8),
and by widening gaps between legal rights and practices (Pascall and Manning, 2000).
They have been bearing a disproportionate amount of the burden of the social changes and
their rights and interests have been sacrificed by nationalist and pronatalist ideologies
after 1989, as in the socialist period (Aslanbeigui et al., 1994; Daskalova, 2000, 2001;
Einhorn, 1993a; Funk, 2004; Kligman, 1996; LaFont, 2001; UNIFEM, 2006).

Furthermore, the extent to which women have been exposed to such changes on the
one hand, and the degree to which this involved being subject to gender segregation
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on the other, varies across the countries (UNIFEM, 2006, p. 9). This makes generalisations
of women’s experiences in post-socialist states and in Europe as a whole undesirable.
It also needs to be acknowledged that discriminatory aspects of the market based on class,
nationality, race/ethnicity, age, disability, sexual orientation, religion, and geography
“intersect with gender to make women’s economic position precarious” (EC, Equal
Opportunities Unit DG 5, 1998, p. 3; Ludvig, 2006, p. 246; UNIFEM, 2006, p. 10). Women
have not been affected by the post-socialist socio-economic transformations in the same
way and, even though this paper cannot discuss all aspects mentioned above, it reveals
some of the multiple layers of discrimination that are at play by looking at groups which
are particularly vulnerable in the labour market.

There are various factors that influence labour market experiences, opportunities,
and inequalities. For example, in a study about inequalities in several post-socialist
countries, Rona-Tas (1996) suggests that the groups most affected from the economic
transformation have been the elderly, unskilled workers, families with many children,
Roma, people working in some of the state-funded sectors, and professions such as
medical staff, teachers, scientists, and administrators (Rona-Tas, 1996, p. 34-6).
Although his analysis makes no reference to gender, these categories certainly intersect
with gender, thus creating multiple inequalities. In this section, I focus on several aspects
of inequality only – socio-economic status and education, age, and having children,
which were seen by the interviewed women as inevitable characteristics of the
post-socialist labour market. They were part of their gender imaginaries about risk and
uncertainty.

Socio-economic status and education had a significant influence on women’s labour
market experiences and opportunities. Instead of being related to a single factor, they
seemed to reveal rather complex situations where multiple factors of inequality were
present. Coming from a family with low income often meant that women were struggling
financially and sometimes had to interrupt their education to start working. This in turn
could limit their job opportunities, influence their earning potential, and affect their
financial independence. Discussions about their job preferences and any career
opportunities seemed irrelevant in these circumstances, where employment was purely
a matter of family survival and women were quite frank about it:

I just see it as a job that I have to do by all means, although nothing but the financial need forces
me to go to work. Whether you want to or not, you have to go to work, even just for 20 levs, you
have money for bread (Marta, 42, part-time decorator of pottery, married, 2 children).

When you are thinking about your job, you are generally [. . .] you are thinking of having
something to eat [. . .] I don’t want much. At the end of the day, I have not remained hungry,
my children have not gone to bed hungry, they are not naked and bare foot, they go to private
lessons. My husband works two jobs, but such are the circumstances (Nadia, 35, sales
assistant, married, 2 children).

The lived life narrative (Chamberlayne et al., 2000, 2002) of these women revealed their
social exclusion, which was strongly influenced by their low paid jobs, and their lower
level of education. The social marginalisation and lack of better employment
opportunities constrained any aspirations to advance in their careers. “Thinking
of having something to eat” is a good way of expressing how they saw not only their
work situation but also their daily lives and future opportunities. Women who were
in financially difficult circumstances often prioritised the needs of their families over
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their own needs and showed willingness to make extra efforts to protect their close ones
from economic difficulties. Similar findings are suggested by studies on the economic
situation and women’s employment opportunities and choices immediately after the
1989 changes (Einhorn, 1991), as well as relatively recently (UNIFEM, 2006), which
suggests that this is an on-going process in post-socialist countries.

According to my findings, in some cases lower socio-economic status was linked
directly to the restructuring of the labour market and the economy during the
transformation period and following rapid rise in unemployment and mass redundancies.
Several life journeys demonstrated that the conjunction of social change and the
transitions in the life courses of young adults can disrupt their personal journeys through
life (Allatt and Yeandle, 1992; Stoilova, 2009). The link between life course and historical
period, combined with lower education and geographic locality, created multiple
inequalities which could lead to “biographical blockage” (Hungerbühler et al., 2002, p. 23).
This “blockage” was related to feelings of lost career development and notions of stolen
opportunities. For example, Marta (42, part-time decorator of pottery, married, two
children) who was made redundant several times explained this in the following way:

The reason for changing jobs so many times is that they make you redundant everywhere.
I was made redundant from the military plant because we were the youngest and they
thought that we would find a job more easily and so we were made redundant earlier than the
others. After that you are in the category “not young enough”, there are younger people than
you. We were a generation that was robbed all the time (Marta, 42, part-time decorator of
pottery, married, 2 children).

Her feeling of lost opportunities was explained by the historical timing and experiences
shared by her generation, which had been made the “scapegoat” of the social changes.
This demonstrates how the post-1989 transformation period of enormous change
(Aslanbeigui et al., 1994, p. 1) has played out on individual life journeys thus creating
significant generational differences. For those who had less privileged social and
educational background, it meant stronger feelings of vulnerability and exposition to risk.

Age is another factor causing gender inequalities in the employment according to the
EC (2006) and UNIFEM (2006) and was one of the ways women narrated their feelings of
insecurity in the labour market. Some studies suggest that in Bulgaria age appears to
influence women’s opportunities more than other factors like education, locality, and
language skills (Women’s Alliance for Development, 2003, p. 25). The average
employment rate for women in the European Union is 55.7 per cent, which is still under
the 60 per cent Lisbon target to be reached by 2010. However, the employment rate of
women aged between 55 and 64 years is much lower, 31.7 per cent (EC, 2006, p. 12).
Across the post-socialist EU member states the economic activity rate of women aged
55 þ varies significantly – from 70 per cent in Estonia to only 23 per cent in Slovakia
(2004) (UNIFEM, 2006, p. 28). Even though in all countries, except Poland, pension
reforms resulted in an increase in the activity rates for women aged between 55 and 59,
in all of the states women in this age group are significantly less likely to be economically
active than men of the same age, even though their life expectancy is longer and their
health is better (UNIFEM, 2006, pp. 28, 36). This suggests the existence of labour market
discrimination, where age and gender together form multiple grounds for employment
marginalisation of women.

The interviewees also pointed out that age shaped their labour market prospects and
often mentioned that women who are in the middle age bracket between “too young” and
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“not young enough” had the most opportunities. As I discuss later on, “too young”
women were seen as unreliable due to the expectation that they would have child rearing
responsibilities. Being “not young enough” was also seen as a constraint in spite of the
women’s experience, education, appearance, and so forth. For example, age was seen as
a constraint for finding a job, which was discussed by both generations:

[I would like a job] where the salary would be at least 300 levs. But nobody gives you 300, not
to an old specialist. Regardless of how you look and what you do, you’re in a different
category. They don’t care (Milena, 50, housewife, married, 2 children).

The problem is that they are looking for people younger than 35. It is very rare to see an
advert for 40 years, and I am 43 and I have no chance at anything. In Bulgaria it is like that
(Lina, 43, long-term unemployed, single, 1 child).

Women who are 50 years old have no chance. My mum’s looking for a job, she is an accountant
like me but for her it’s difficult to find anything (Joanna, 28, accountant, married, 2 children).

As Einhorn (1993b) points out, even though some women have high levels of skill, they are
considered to be unsuited to the requirements of the “new” labour market because their
abilities were acquired during the socialist period. Some women in the sample who were
entrepreneurs or were in highly-skilled positions were self-confident about their skills and
easily rejected such social stereotypes about ageing. However, women from less privileged
backgrounds or at lower-paid jobs seemed more affected. Age-related limitations to job
opportunities made them less confident in their abilities and more attached to their jobs.
Some women pointed out that social upbringing during socialism acted to their
disadvantage, for example Maria from the older generation said the following:

I accept my tasks in one way, and my young colleague approaches them in another, much
more flexible way, because she was born during democracy and she has not lived and worked
before the changes. [. . .] This is not a matter of age, it is a matter of viewpoint, of how you
were brought up. When I was at primary school I was taught to respect the [Communist]
Party (Maria, 53, nurse, married, 2 children).

Maria clearly identified her social up-bringing as a factor influencing her ability to
adapt to a drastic change in circumstances and acting to her disadvantage.

As a result of the limited opportunities in employment, retirement was often
welcomed, especially by women who did not feel flexible enough to succeed in the labour
market or who were facing redundancy. In contrast to earning, pension was not seen in
terms of independence but in terms of protection and retirement was used as another
strategy to minimise “bads” (Beck, 1992). In some instances, women were hoping to be
able to continue working after they had retired in an attempt to increase their financial
resources and to keep their social contacts. However, they often recognised that the
existing employment opportunities were much underpaid and sometimes below their
qualifications. The interviewees discussed that private employers saw pensioners as
cheap labour and valued the fact that there was no need for social security payments.

Age-related constraints that women faced in the labour market were based on socially
constructed expectations of womanhood and ageing and were significant in shaping their
personal experiences. Different women showed different capacities to respond, which, in
turn, again led to further marginalisation of women who were underprivileged. The way
they evaluated and imagined their experiences revealed even more intense presence
of risk, uncertainty, and vulnerability than in the case of the more privileged women.

Post-socialist
gender

transformations

745

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 C

ity
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

M
ac

au
 A

t 2
3:

56
 1

4 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

6 
(P

T
)



Young women, on the other hand, faced different sources of gender-based
discrimination and susceptibility to risk. As a recent report on gender equality in Europe
revealed, having small children remains one of the significant sources of gender
inequality in employment. Even though the average gap in employment rates between
women and men has been narrowing and decreased from 17.1 per cent in 2000 to
14.2 per cent in 2007, the gap between employment rates of men and women with
children under the age of 12 is almost doubled over the same period (EC, 2009, p. 5).
Despite the fact that the labour market participation of young women of “reproductive
age” varies across the post-socialist EU member states, this is one of the categories
where gender gaps remain most significant (UNIFEM, 2006, p. 26). Significant
reductions of public funding in some post-socialist countries including Bulgaria have led
to a decrease in the number of public child care facilities which existed under socialism
(Haas et al., 2004, p. 9; Haas and Wallace, 2004). In Bulgaria, as not many people can
afford private care, these responsibilities have been taken over by extended family
members, but in some cases this has also led to a deficit of care whereby children are left
unsupervised (Haas et al., 2004, p. 9; Haas and Wallace, 2004). In addition to this,
part-time employment which, in spite of its shortcomings (Grant et al., 2005; Yeandle,
2001), can be used as a strategy to balance paid work and care, is not widely available
and remains unpopular in Bulgaria. In 2001, only 3.6 per cent of all employed women
were part-time workers, and this was even lower in 2007, 2.1 per cent (Eurostat, 2007).

The unequal share of domestic and family responsibilities is one aspect of the problem
but another one is the social attitudes related to parenthood, and motherhood in particular.
Women with young children are seen as “problem women” (Dimitrova, 1994) and are
considered unreliable (Einhorn, 1995, p. 220) by employers. LaFont points out the irony of
this – that the discrimination in the new job market is linked to the “social entitlements
which were designed to facilitate women’s participation” (LaFont, 2001, p. 210).

The experiences of Bulgarian women revealed various aspects of the difficult
reconciliation of paid work and childcare in the new labour market conditions and showed
that even though gender discrimination in employment is illegal, it still exists. The
interviewees generally found that employers showed little support and understanding
about the fact that women had to provide childcare, which caused problems. Women also
felt that jobs had become more demanding because working hours had been extended, and
because it was not unusual to work overtime, often involuntarily and with no additional
pay. Taking time off when children were ill was often considered inappropriate by
employers. The personal stories of many mothers demonstrated the presence of
discrimination in hiring and refusal of parental rights and entitlements, which often
created feeling of insecurity and the necessity to engage in various coping strategies. Here,
are examples about difficulties and different coping strategies from both generations:

My younger daughter’s child goes to nursery and I pick him up because she works until 6.30.
[. . .] Now they look at you with disapproval, you can’t take days off. Only in very extreme
situations, if you feel very unwell, but not for the children. When my grandchildren are poorly
their mothers cannot take time off. My mother is 74 years old and she looks after them, their
great grandmother. It is very difficult (Kalina, 55, cashier, widow, 2 children).

I started working in March and in June she went to [live in] the village and started going to
nursery there because she was getting ill very often and it was not good for her and for me to
take time off, as I had just started working. [. . .] For the employer, when a woman has a
family, she has more problems and she is not as good an employee as a young free woman

JOCM
23,6

746

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 C

ity
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

M
ac

au
 A

t 2
3:

56
 1

4 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

6 
(P

T
)



who is more ambitious and can stay after work and who is always chosen over a woman with
a family ( Joanna, 28, accountant, married, 1 child).

When you have two children you simply have no choice, just no choice. Because whenever you
go [for an interview] and when you say that you have children, they always start with ‘But what
if this, what if that, what if they are ill” (Nadia, 35, sales assistant, married 2 children).

On the contrary, women who did not have children but were of an age where they were
“socially expected” to have children could become subjects of discrimination. These
gendered stereotypes came in combination with other labour market shortcomings, for
example lack of enforcement of parental rights and benefits (Koeva and Bould, 2007),
reduced effects of welfare support due to the deterioration of social conditions and
decreases in the value of benefits after 1989 (Heinen, 2009; Staykova, 2004), and very
limited availability of part-time employment (Eurostat, 2007). It is usually argued that
women make employment and family choices based on their economic circumstances,
gender norms and identities, personal relationships, and their networks and
communities (Duncan and Edwards, 1997; Duncan, 2005; Irwin, 1999, 2003, 2005;
McRae, 2003). My research, however, demonstrated that very often young women saw
their choices limited or made “on their behalf” by private employers. As a result, having
a child could act as an obstacle for employment opportunities and could cause long-term
insecurity for working women. In an attempt to reconcile work and care, mothers were
forced into various coping strategies, often including grandmothers and different kin
members and frequently limited their career aspirations to secure positions, mostly in
the public sector, where they were more likely to be able to use their entitlements.

In their narratives, women failed to recognise their labour market experiences as
gender inequality. However, according to their stories, fathers seemed to have the privilege
not to be considered involved in childcare. Women discussed the difficulties they were
facing without seeing them in terms of discrimination, to which they as women were
particularly vulnerable to. They also did not make any demands for legislation
reinforcement or for policies addressing these issues. Discrimination in the sphere of paid
work was seen as inevitable and as a part of the post-socialist labour market. It was one of
the ways social imaginaries about risk and uncertainty were manifested.

6. Conclusions
Gender as a system of relationships should be understood with reference to temporality,
historical variability, and the dynamics of processes (McNay, 2000, p. 13). Outlining both
processes of continuity and change, this paper has explored the different ways in which
pre- and post-1989 gender regimes constructed gendered imaginaries though state
policy, law, and public discourses. Pointing to the complex intertwining of social
structures and individual agency, the discussion also explored the various ways in
which gender imaginaries were individualised in lived lives. This demonstrated how
pre-existing and newly established notions of gender were combined with unquestioned
and taken-for-granted self-identities and highlighted the complexity, temporality, and
durability of gendered imaginaries.

It was suggested that, in spite of the seismic shift of the gender regimes after the
collapse of socialism, women continued to express strong feelings of equality, which
seemed to be formative of identities of both older and younger women in similar ways. The
continued importance of employment had a significant contribution to these processes
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because having a job formed a part of women’s own ideas about “womanhood”, a part of
their self-identity, and was seen as an entitlement to a worthwhile life journey.
Nevertheless, a considerable change from a stable and easily predictable life journey to an
uncertain and much less secure present and future had altered the ways in which women
experienced paid work and had magnified the social inequalities created by factors like
socio-economic background, age, and care responsibilities.

Women’s narratives demonstrated that people have had to learn to cope in an
increasingly mobile labour market and with the pressure of competition, where they had
no choice but to become creators of their own lives. The role of choice, however, did not
seem to have increased, as women’s employment strategies were largely guided by
attempts to “minimise bads” (Beck, 1992). Notions of risk and uncertainty were
highlighted as significant aspects of post-socialist lived life gender imaginaries, which
moves away from representing women as “victims” of the post-socialist transformations
and allows for exploration of the diversity within gender experiences. The paper, which
focused on the comparison of two generations of Bulgarian women, demonstrated a
more nuanced picture of diverse and complex relationships of continued attachment to
paid work and very strong feelings of gender equality. This contradicts the theoretical
discourse of women-victims on the one hand, and on the other, the “real life” uneven
gender relations women faced. It was often the case that women failed to recognise how
gender influenced their labour market experiences and did not link the gender
discrimination they faced to any wider social gender inequalities.

Furthermore, any discussion of gender needs to be understood against the
background of the transformation period because “ignoring the context masks the
economic hardship, discrimination and declining living standards many women
experience” (UNIFEM, 2006, p. 10). The post-socialist transformation is often described
as a period of enormous change (Aslanbeigui et al., 1994, p. 1), which was unprecedented
in character (Fotev, 2000, p. 11) and extremely rapid in historical terms (Paskaleva et al.,
1998). What happened to women as citizens and to gender relations in these times of
rapid transformations are inseparable elements of the post-socialist period and a set of
indicators of change (Einhorn, 1995, p. 217). The restrictions to opportunities available to
individuals because of various forms of inequalities and specific historical localities can
reveal the tensions between individual agency and social structures that are formative of
gendered imaginaries.

Notes

1. The terms “state-socialist”, “post-socialist”, and “transformation” are used to refer to the
following countries: Albania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland, Romania, as well as Czechoslovakia,
the Soviet Union, and Yugoslavia and their successor countries. The term “transition” is
intentionally avoided due to its problematic character (for criticisms see Rona-Tas, 1997, pp. 8-9;
Gal and Kligman, 2000a, p. 13; Einhorn, 2010, pp. 5-6). The term “Eastern European countries
members of the European Union” includes all ten member countries as of January 2007.

2. For more details about the sampling, recruitment and critical analysis of Mannheim’s
generation theory see Stoilova (2009).

3. For studies emphasising the influence of ethnicity and geographic location: Daskalova
(2003), Luleva (2001), Pashova et al. (2003).

4. All names of interviewees are pseudonyms.
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Emigh, R.J., Fodor, E. and Szelényi, I.n. (2001), “The racialization and feminization of poverty?”,
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