WOMEN’S ASSEMBLY – 2, 3 DECEMBER 2010

Bread and Roses, Equality, Dignity and Self-determination

100 years of International Women’s Day

Appeal to the Parties of the European Left

In the context of the social, economic and political crises which shakes all the countries of Europe, and the austerity policies imposed by the EU and the governments undermining public welfare the situation of women is particularly alarming. Victims of ALL the inequalities, they are the essential mobilizing force to tackle and reverse the many injustices and forms of discrimination. They represent a real power which it is impossible to bypass, acting for all of those who want to emancipate from the capitalist exploitation and the patriarchal dominations.  

 For 100 years on March, the 8th International Women’s Day, women have been acting and continue to mobilize to make women and men live free and equal. They have faced difficulties in their efforts to revolutionize mentalities and to dismantle patriarchal structures.  European women achieved the right to vote and to become eligible for political office in the course of the past century. Gradually, women have developed legislation and have started to hold   political positions in various European governments. The quota requirement in the elections for the European Parliament is absolutely necessary in order to ensure that women can assume their full citizenship and rights. 

Unfortunately, the struggle to achieve real gender equality in all areas of life, and the recognition of equity to ensure that women are properly represented remains too often a matter of mere sympathy, even within progressive groups. To require equity means that we all speak together at the same time about assuming responsibilities and exercising them, attacking the basis of patriarchal and hegemonic powers.  

We, the women of the parties of the European Left, see ourselves reflected in the history of women’s liberation movements, in the traditions of Clara Zetkin, Rosa Luxemburg, Alexandra Kollontai, Dolores Ibaruri, Angela Davis or Leila Zana, Minna Canth and many others across European countries. We are striving to create a society, both now and in the future, in which it will not be a disadvantage to be born a girl, in which all genders have equal rights and opportunities, in which respect and solidarity will shape human relationships.

What prevents us from achieving this is capitalism and patriarchy, which, under the globalised neo-liberal regime have reached their peak. These systems of domination are determined to gain complete control over humans and nature by destroying the basis of ecological and social sustainability. They create overconsumption, waste as well as increasing misery, injustice and hate. But we know: Another world is possible, a world with human and democratic production, consumption and distribution. 

 “Women, gender equality - work and welfare”

Gender equality and equal pay, and the conditions to secure the economic independence of women, are being blocked by a lack of will to put equal pay and gender equality legislation into effect.  All around Europe, women's rights are threatened by austerity policies that put aside the real needs of women. When cuts hit the public sector and especially the welfare sector women are hit as well: they lose their jobs, and they have to take over when public care for children and the elderly deteriorates.

Privatization affects women more than men because women need the accessible and moderately priced services in order to combine work and family. With the feminization of poverty, the adoption and increase of fees affects them disproportionally.

The roots of women’s precarious position in the job market are the lack of day-care services whereby they could combine work and family. Even in countries with proper day-care, women face discrimination at the job market because only women’s employees and women themselves have to assume the social costs of parenting. The fathers and fathers’ employees must likewise, as in Iceland, contribute to maternity and paternity leaves. Women of childbearing age face discrimination because society is not willing to pay their full share of the reproduction and renewal of the workforce—citizens.

Even more serious, the neoliberal policies have developed during these last 30 years new inequalities between men and women at work. As a consequence, the activity rate of women in the 27 EU member states is 64.6%, 33% of the active women have a part-time job and the average wage gap is 17%. 

The professional careers of women, in Europe, are everywhere characterized by inequalities. Didn't the social movements in Greece, France and other EU countries make these inequalities visible in the demands that they made to tackle the crisis?

As feminists and socialists:

We focus all our work and struggle on our alternatives to achieve liberation of labour in which “the dead capital does not rule over the living work” (Marx). This includes paid and unpaid work, the production of goods, services and reproduction of human beings, as well as work with machinery, technology and work with people, care and welfare, leisure and culture.

It is imperative that legislations are adopted in each state to sanction the contraveners that are not undoing the sexism and inequalities in working in both private and public working life. 

Violence against women

We   want to open all eyes to see the pervasive violence faced by women at war, at home, at work, in the form of genital mutilation, rape and everyday sexism; the violence that affects women is often discussed in the European Parliament. However, it is necessary to note that ONLY Spain has adopted a complete legislation that consists in proper information, formation, prevention and sanctions in the realm of violence against women, and even though this law it is still insufficient: in 2010 we already count more women who died than in whole year of 2009, the feminisation of poverty reaches brutal levels with the crisis, which increases every kind of violence. In this sense, the future European law must learn from the Spanish case to build a better legislation.

Violence in its many forms represents for us the ultimate domination regarding women. Therefore laws, programs, measures and policies must be adopted to address and undo this patriarchal domination.       

 The Right to choose 

In Andorra, Cyprus, Ireland, Lithuania, Malta or Poland, women’s rights to abortion are curtailed or simply prohibited. In many countries, this right is now threatened by the rise of religious movements. There are many countries as Spain, where it is almost impossible to have the morning after pill.

All over Europe, this right is called into question by the European ultraliberal neoconservative policies which impose drastic cuts in all the public expenditure, literally asphyxiating the public services.  

European feminists have been demanding for years the recognition of the inalienable rights of all women to decide about their own bodies, the right to information, contraception and free abortion in ALL the countries.  Since its foundation, the EL has made various motions which were adopted towards these goals and the EL-Fem network organized or took part in joint campaigns to achieve these goals. Today, we solemnly invite the feminists of all the countries of Europe to join in this mobilization regarding the harmonization of the totality of women's rights based on the most advanced legislations and more progressive policies.     

Secular societies and gender   

We object to the fact that misogyny, dressed up as religion, is once again rife. Women are imprisoned, forced into marriage, even stoned in the name of religion.

Secular culture has different meanings in different countries, and does not exist everywhere.   However, the 1905 law voted in France for example does not merely imply the separation of Church and State. It reaffirms the role of the Republic and proclaims that every human being has inalienable rights. Thus, it made it possible for women to carry on their liberation struggle without being subjected to Divine Law instead of being subjected to the laws of the Republic. The right to choose maternity and the recognition of the abortion right could hardly have succeeded under “divine” laws. Nevertheless, the pressured now exerted by religious groups and the pledges given by certain Heads of State, call on our vigilance; we must redouble our efforts to maintain or ensure the implementation of secular laws in our respective countries. We should be the forefront of democracy and of freedoms. Secular models of society must serve to open up and expand the democratic and citizen’s space. We need to deconstruct all forms of dominations and in particular the patriarchal and corporate modes of control. To revaluate the role of national education to develop the critical spirit, in particular by promoting courses on equality and rights, the history of religions and on secular models of society. The Europe of the people must be a Europe free from patriarchal divine laws. 

Conclusions: 

We are internationalist activists who are not just trying to create a better life for ourselves. We are aware of the living conditions of all the people in the world and we do not want to free ourselves at the expense of others. We are prepared to share our Commons.  

100 years ago our campaigners focused on women’s emancipation, on their right to vote, their right to organisation, education, employee and maternity protection. Based on this, today we are overcoming our powerlessness, by refusing to pay allegiance to the prevailing politics. We are the protagonists fighting against the destruction of the planet, fighting for a humane society without violence, without discrimination and without oppression. On the road to self-transformation and a radical shift of values by those instigating these changes, both, men and women, we women, socialists and feminists will lead the way to a free and equal society.
