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Inquiry: Did the Cold War improve women’s rights around the world? 
In this inquiry, students will examine contrasting documents about the way the Cold War shaped 
women’s rights globally. Students will respond to questions about these documents and fill in the 
organizer below.  
 

1. As you read, record sentences or ideas that show whether the Cold War expanded 
women’s rights. 

2. After you finish the two middle columns, look back at the evidence. Which information is 
most persuasive to you? Mark that #8. Which evidence is least persuasive to you? Mark 
that #1. 

 
Rank Evidence Women’s Rights 

Expanded 
Evidence Women’s Rights  

Stayed the Same 
Rank 
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like a bit of a debate, so I've adjusted the template to 
be the debate one to give the students more of a 
summative experience at the end. 
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Document A: Women Stayed Home in the Cold War 
The latest chapter of better U.S.-Soviet relations is good news for American women. The 

Cold War always had a chilling effect on the momentum for women’s rights. 
In the early years of the Cold War, a broad-based consensus of liberals and conservatives 

called for the “moral rearmament” of America. Observers had been concerned about the nation’s 
morals since World War II, when changes in human relations and sexual mores appeared as 
threatening to the American Way of Life as communism itself. No wonder, then, that Joseph 
McCarthy and his followers attacked “pinkos” and homosexuals with equal vigor; America 
could only be strong, it seemed, if men were men and women were housewives. 

World War II brought women, including Rosie the Riveter, into the public arena but it 
also made women, especially unmarried women, suspect. Single women had enjoyed a 
modicum of respectability during the first four decades of the century; suddenly they were not 
to be trusted. Soldiers were warned that single women were sexual predators out to sap them of 
their money and vigor. After the war, popular movies and novels like Mickey Spillane thrillers 
depicted powerful women whose sexuality and economic shrewdness destroyed men in their 
path, or whose seductiveness tempted weak men to give atom secrets to Soviet spies. 

At the same time, federal subsidies encouraged early marriage by supporting suburban 
developments containing thousands of inexpensive houses designed to facilitate child-rearing. 
Government agencies, arguing that urban centers were likely targets of nuclear attack, gained 
approval for new highways and decentralized industries to help spread the population into 
family-centered suburbs. 

Most powerful of all were the child-rearing experts, social scientists and psychologists 
who claimed that if women did their jobs well in the home, they would raise the citizens and 
scientists who would guarantee America’s future security. But if they pursued careers or sexual 
relationships outside the home, then the nation would be filled with juvenile delinquents, 
degenerate men, crime and chaos. 

Did women accept this ideology just because they did not want to be considered security 
risks? Hardly. The postwar years offered very few viable alternatives for women to achieve 
economic independence and professional achievement. The best route to financial security and 
social standing was marriage to a successful breadwinner. So women carved out a place for 
themselves in the domestic ideology by infusing their job with dignity and professional 
standards, and by having several children who would, they hoped, build a better future. 

As it turned out, these women did not necessarily find fulfillment in the domestic role 
they embraced. Their own baby-boom children grew up to challenge the family ideology as well 
as the Cold War assumptions of their parents. Young people returned, instead, to trends their 
grandparents had once furthered: fewer children, more single individuals and grass-roots 
political activism against the status quo. As young Americans in the ‘60s and ‘70s shook loose 
from the imperatives of the Cold War, they also rejected the sexual taboos of the past, opposed 
the nation’s foreign policy and breathed new life into the feminist movement. The years of 
detente in the 1970s brought national affirmative-action policies, legalized abortion, pay-equity 
measures--and a crowd of women entering male-dominated occupations. 

If the Reagan era is coming to an end along with the Cold War, opportunities for women 
are likely to continue to expand. As the nation’s leaders respond to Mikhail S. Gorbachev’s 
detente initiatives, the forces of militarism and anti-feminism at home also lose their power to 
influence policy. Hard-line conservatives are unable to curtail reproductive choice, while efforts 
to provide aid to the Contras continue to be contested in Congress. Perhaps the most telling sign 

Commented [3]: @ayilaeh01@gmail.com can we get 
a visual source in this? Maybe a map of nations and 
the status of women on an important issue pertaining to 
women's rights? 



4 
Ayila Houngbo 

Jacqui Nelson 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

 
*This lesson plan was sponsored in part by the Library of Congress Teaching with Primary Sources 
Eastern Region Program, coordinated by Waynesburg University, the History and Social Studies 
Education Faculty at Plymouth State University, and the Patrons of the Remedial Herstory Project. 

that Cold War values no longer dominate domestic politics can be found in the current election 
campaign, as both major political parties try to out-do each other on the issue of child-care. The 
gender gap has finally replaced the missile gap as a rallying cry for politicians seeking to win 
elections. 
 
Elaine Tyler May. ‘Women Stayed Home in the Cold War’. Los Angeles Times, 18 September 1988. 

https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1988-09-18-op-3106-story.html. 
 
Document Questions: 

1. What does this article outline to be one of the main deterrents of women’s rights in the 
US? 

 
 

2. Why were politicians so concerned with women’s place in society during the Cold War? 
 
 

3. What policies were used to incentivize “moral rearmament”? 
 
 

4. What was the reaction to these policies put in place? What were the aftereffects of these 
policies? 

 
	  



5 
Ayila Houngbo 

Jacqui Nelson 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

 
*This lesson plan was sponsored in part by the Library of Congress Teaching with Primary Sources 
Eastern Region Program, coordinated by Waynesburg University, the History and Social Studies 
Education Faculty at Plymouth State University, and the Patrons of the Remedial Herstory Project. 

Document B: A Report on the state of women’s issues in Post-Communist Transition 
In the countries of post-communism transition there are many similarities in the situation 

of women, despite the fact that these countries have different historical, economic and religious 
backgrounds and that their totalitarian regimes were also radically different. 

The states of the so-called socialist (communist) systems, using their political and social 
power and propaganda, managed to cover up the depths of the inequalities in gendered 
opportunities. So, after the transformation, the illusion still remained that equal opportunities for 
women had already been established. At the same time, society was not prepared for the 
dramatic changes that occurred in the differences of opportunities (according to age, region, 
education, etc.) 

During the transformation of the economy, women fell out of the labour market in great 
numbers to find themselves in the household, which did not provide any income for them, or in 
early retirement. Women's political representation radically decreased, compared to the "statist 
feminist" era, when their representation was regulated by quota. In the last decade, however, 
their proportion has increased again, especially at local levels. Non-profit organisations, 
representing the interests of women, were not strong enough to break through the political walls 
and realise their interests and programmes in political life, or to give voice to their values in 
public discourse, despite their strong activities in certain countries. 

Therefore, the Parliamentary Assembly recommends to the governments of Central and 
Eastern Europe a number of measures aimed at improving legal norms on gender equality, the 
economic status of women in society, as well as their health and social protection. 

Magdolna Kósá-Kovács. ‘The Situation of Women in the Countries of Post-Communism Transition’, 9 
June 2004. https://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/X2H-Xref-
ViewHTML.asp?FileID=10366&lang=EN. 

 
Document Questions: 

1. According to the report, what is the state of women’s issues? 
 
 

2. How have women’s rights transformed since the end of communism? 
 
 

3. What are some suggestions the report makes to improve the situation in post-communist 
countries? 
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Document C: An Excerpt of Slavenka Drakulic’s Speech at the Institute for Human Sciences 
Emancipation from above – as I call it – was the main difference between the lives of 

women under communism and those of women in Western democracies. Emancipatory law was 
built into the communist legal system, guaranteeing to women all the basic rights –from voting 
to property ownership, from education to divorce, from equal pay for equal work to the right to 
control their bodies. But, as Ulf Brunnbauer writes in his 2000 essay From equality without 
democracy to democracy without equality?: 

“Proclamations of gender equality never corresponded to social reality. Patriarchal values 
and structures were not eradicated, but the ‘family patriarch’ was replaced by the authoritarian 
state – emancipation was not an end in itself, but an instrument for wider political goals, as 
defined by the party.”The formal equality of women in the communist world was observed 
mostly in public life and in institutions. The private sphere, on the other hand, was dominated 
by male chauvinism. This meant a lot of unreported domestic violence, for example. It also 
meant that men usually had no obligations at home, which left women with less time for 
themselves. It was not only the lack of freedom – and time – that prevented women fighting for 
changes but, more importantly, a lack of belief that change was necessary. Someone else up there 
was in charge of thinking about that for you. And because change came from the powers that be, 
women were made to believe there was no need for change or room for improvement. 

If, however, there were any minor problems resulting from women’s specific needs, then 
there were women’s organizations that were supposed to take care of them. However, these 
were only instruments of communist party power and were concerned less with women and 
their needs and more with ideology. Feminist consciousness didn’t exist. Since women were 
emancipated, there was no need for a discussion about women’s rights, so the argument went. It 
was as if women lived in an ideal world, but were not fully aware of it, or failed to appreciate the 
fact. And those who tried to enlighten them about the real situation were seen as “suspicious 
elements”. Women who attempted to publically discuss feminism in Yugoslavia in the 1980s 
were accused by the authorities of “importing foreign, bourgeois ideas”. 

At that time, Eastern European women speaking publicly would typically introduce 
themselves by saying “I am not a feminist, but…” Of course, they were afraid of being ridiculed. 
Today, one reads that numerous feminist NGOs were formed in Eastern Europe shortly after 
1989, but that was not at all my experience. During my travels for the magazine Ms., trying to 
find feminists was like looking for a needle in a haystack. There were good reasons for this. For a 
long time, even after 1989, women in former communist countries did not want to be identified 
as feminists, even if they were. If anything, to be a feminist was considered to be a kind of a 
dissident. Prejudices against Western, and especially American feminists were spread by the 
press; not only were they men-haters too ugly to find a husband, but they were also burning 
bras! 

The post-communist revival of conservative values, nationalism and religion is having an 
effect on the behaviour of women not only in my small country. Their passivity and disinterest is 
not hard to understand. When everything around you is changing so dramatically, then you 
tend not to embrace the new circumstances, but to cling to habits, values and ideas that were 
there before –before communism. Unfortunately, this means a radical backlash, the return to a 
feudal value system. After the collapse of communism, most countries in the region experienced 
a renaissance of nationalism and religion – precisely the two things that were suppressed under 
communism. It was all that remained from the pre-communist past. Patriarchy, which seemed to 
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have disappeared, reared its head again, looking healthier than ever. Patriarchy after Patriarchy – 
as Karl Kaser wrote. But is it only temporary? 

So, for women in Eastern Europe, the freedom regained in 1989 has brought unexpected 
limitations on economic, social and even reproductive rights. Women were hit by cuts in public 
spending and seen as an inferior category of employee, causing mass female unemployment. 
Poverty was feminized. With the political focus on economic transformation and the building of 
democratic structures, women’s rights weren’t a top priority. As a result, fewer and fewer 
women worked (although we now know that many, between 30 to 50 %, were part of the 
informal economy). More and more stayed at home, avoiding politics and public life, being 
persuaded that this was the right thing to do. 
 
Drakulic, Slavenka., “How Women Survived Post-Communism (and didn’t Laugh)” (speech, Vienna, 

Austria, May 29 2015), Institute for Human Sciences. https://www.iwm.at/transit-online/how-
women-survived-post-communism-and-didnt-laugh.  

 
Document Questions: 

1. What does Slavenka Drakulic claim is the main difference between the lives of women in 
western societies and communist ones? 

 
 

2. What were some key similarities and differences between attitudes towards women’s 
issues in western democratic societies and in eastern european societies at the time? 

 
 

3. According to Drakulic, why was there a revival in conservative values after communism? 
 
 

4. What does this speech say about the environment towards women’s rights in eastern 
europe after communism? 
 


