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The status of women in southern Europe 

Whether we defin e southern Europe in a broad sense as the totali ty of 

M editerran ean people or in a more restricti ve way as countries belon gin g 

to the northern shores of the Mediterran ean , a number of characteristics 

differentiate the area from n orthern Europe. This applies as much to 

gen eral features such as in dustrial isat ion,  urban isation and advan ced 

techn ology as to specific on es l i ke the situation of women . 

The soc io-econom i c  struct u re of many 
southern Eu ropean cou nt r i es i s  st i l !  
st ron g l y  dom i n ated by ag r i c u l t u re .  
Domest i c  m i g rat ion  toward i n d ust r ia l  
centres has not  come to an end ,  and d i s
pari t i es  between v i l l age  and c i ty  l i fe i n  
terms o f  ed ucat i o n ,  hea l th  care,  work ing  
cond i t i ons ,  and l e i s u re act iv i t i es are 
st i l i  q u i te sharp .  These structu ral i m 
balances exerc i se a notab le  i m pact 
u pon t h e  l i fe sty le  and genera l  s i t uat ion  
of women .  Thus w i th  respect to many 

i ssues and probl ems,  i t  seems erroneous  
to t reat European women i n  a standard 
way. 

R ight  from the beg i n n i ng of the soc ia l 
i sat ion  process,  g i r l s  a re  predest i ned by  
t h e i r  educat i o n .  The i r  or ientat ion  toward 
manua l  or i nt e l l ect ua l  work,  t h e i r  prep
arat ion  for m arr i age (t rou sseau maki n g ,  
dowry, ete . ) ,  the  att i t ude of parents and 
re l at ives as to partner  cho ice,  the i r  ex
pectat ions  in  reg ard to sex ro les i n  
soc i ety  and egal i tar ian t reatment  w i t h i n  

A passivity reinforced b y  the weigh t o f  tradition 
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the  fam i ly and work p l ace, f i na l l y ,  oppor
t u n i t i es for emp loyment :  a l l these cru 
c ia l  q uest ions seem to be handled d i ffer
ent ly  in nort h ern and southern Europe.  

The weight o f  t ra d it i o n  
Wh i l e  north  European women h ave set 
out  to conq uer the former bast ions  of 
ma le  dom i n atio n ,  south Eu ropean 
women - even where rap i d  modern i s
at ion  and lega l  reforms h ave s u bstan
t i a l l y  a l tered t h e i r  stat u s  - are st i l i  ob-



l i g ed to f i g ht tor t h e  en forcement of  
these r ights .  Furt h ermore,  i n  some of 
these countr ies the t rad i t iona l  upbri ng
ing has prod uced a generat ion  of young  
women who a re  st i l i  u n ab le  com p l ete ly  
to g rasp the  mean i n g  of t h e  progress ive 
l eg i s l at i o n .  An exam p l e  i s  res i stance to 
the d i vo rce l aw i n  l ta ly .  

Not o n l y  p re-i nd ust r i a l  st ruct u res but  
a l so t rad i t ions ,  mores and re l i g ious  
pract i ces cont r i bute s i g n i f i cant l y  to a 
d i fference i n  t h e  behav iou r  of the  aver
age southern European woman . i n  t h i s  
respect t here i s  a str i k i n g  resem bl ance 
between Cat h o l i c  countr ies  such as Por
t u g a l ,  Spai n ,  l ta ly  and Ort h odox Greece 
on one hand and l s l a m i c  co untr ies such  
as Turkey on t h e  other .  

Rel i g ious  be l i ef  systems do form a 
barr ier  re i n forc i ng the  pass iv i ty  of 
women .  Even such a p rog ress ive c h u rch  
l eader as Pope J o h n  XXl l l  was  "sad
dened t h at wom a n ' s  f u ndamental  r ights  
as a person are  st i l l  not  respected every
where,  but adj u red woman never to for
get t h at the end to w h i c h  the Creator 
has orda i ned her who le  bei ng is ma
tern i ty"  (Encyc l ica l  Gaudium et Spes, 
1 962). i n  l s l am t h e  stat u s  of women ,  
com pared to o ther  monothe is t ic  re
l i g ions ,  is one of a l most com p lete s u b
j ug at ion to t h e  author i ty  of men .  
A l though Turkey adopted the  pr i n c i p l e  
of sec u l ar ism f i fty years ago, t h u s  sep
arat i n g  rel i g ion  from pub l i c  l i fe ,  never
the less the C iv i l Code borrowed from 
Switzer land in 1 926 (very s i m i lar  to the  

The Social Charter 

The e leven member states of the Cou n c i l  of 
Europe who are bound  by the European 
Social Charter, i n  force since 1965, undertake 
i n  Art ic le 4 "to recogn ise the r ight of men 
and women workers to equa l  pay tor work 
of equa l  val ue".  Art i c l e  17  guarantees the 
r ight  of mothers and c h i l d ren to socia l  and 
economic protect ion ,  wh i l e  Art ic le  8 sets 
out standards tor the protect ion of em
p loyed women, making it u n l awfu l ,  tor 
example ,  tor a n  employer to d i smiss a 
woman dur ing  absence on matern i ty l eave. 

one in force in l ta ly) is st i l l  based on the  
re l at ive super io r i ty  of the  h usband .  
F u rthermore, t h e  penal  codes i n  many 
Medi terranean count r ies  strong ly  under
l i ne these i nequa l i t i es .  l ssues such  as 
leg it i m i sat ion  of  abort ion  under cert a i n  
c i rcu mstances,  as i n t rod uced i n  l t a l y  on 
18  February 1 975 and i n  Tu rkey i n  1 965 
by amendment of t h e  Pena l  Code,  h ave 
not received s u f f i c i ent p u b l i c  s u p port .  
Wh i l e  in both l ta ly and Turkey off i c i a l s  
report a larm i ng n u m bers of i l l egal l y  per
formed abort ions ,  endanger ing the l i fe 
of thousands o f  mothers (more than 
25,000 a year are  k i l l ed i n  Tu rkey), " pro
b i rt h "  e l emen t s  h ave attacked fam i l y  
p l a n n i n g  c l i n i cs  i n  F lo rence .  S i m i l ar l y  i n  

Tu rkey fam i l y  p l an n i n g methods h ave 
been d i ssem i n ated o n l y  in metropol i tan 
areas owing  to l ac k  of  po l i t i ca l  s u p port .  

The penal  codes of  Turkey and l ta ly  
strong l y  em phas i se fem a l e  pass iv i ty  
and propr ieta ry r ights .  Male i n f ide l i t y  as 
ground for legal separat ion was g ranted 
in l ta ly u nt i l  1 968 o n l y  i f  the h usband i n
sta l l ed a m i st ress under  the mar i ta l  
roof .  A l l  t hese exam p l es and many 
ot hers,  adm i rab l y  descr i bed i n  Kazant
sak is 's  novel Zorba the Greek, i n d i cate 
t h at on s u bj ect s such  as ad u l tery, se
duct ion  and cr i mes of  honour ,  the mores 
of S ic i ly ,  in other  word s  of  a cont i n u i n g  
feudal  order ,  st i l l  co-ex i st w i th  t h e  
soc ia l  order of  h i g h l y  i nd ust r ia l i sed so
c iet ies  or  soc iet ies  in rap id  tran s i t i o n .  

The i m pact of t h ese rem nants of t h e  
past are ref l ected i n  m a n y  i n stances o f  
da i l y  l i fe .  i n  r u ra l  Turkey parents st i l i  ar
range a l arge m ajor i ty  of marr i ages.  
These i nter-fam i l y  a l l i ances have two 
i m portant consequences: compen sat ion 
pa id to the  br ide 's  fam i ly tor the  loss of 
the  unpaid worker,  and a h i g h  rate of 
marriage among re l at i ves .  

To ken leve l s  
These man i fo ld  d i screpanc i es br i n g  u s  
f i n a l l y  t o  t h e  i m portant  top ic  o f  edu
cat ion  and emp loyment . Women i n  
southern Europe ,  a l though i n  pr i n c i p l e  
benef i c iary of  const i t ut iona l l y  g uaran
teed eq ua l  r i gh ts  of  educat ion ,  are en
co u raged "de facto" to l i m i t  the hor izon 

WOMEN 

of the i r  expectat i o n s  and to em brace 
rat her "tem i n i ne"  occupat ions .  The i r  en
v i ronment p ushes t h em strong l y  to 
adopt the val ues mak ing  woman an ac
com p l i shed housew i fe and a devoted 
w i fe/mother  rather  than  a successfu l  ca
reer woman . l ndeed in al most a l l Med i 
terranean co unt r ies ,  a l arge n u m ber  o f  
women a n d  g i r l s  a r e  heavi l y  engaged i n  
u n paid agr i c u l t ura l  work. i n  the  stat
i s t ics  they appear as " u n pa id  fam i l y  
mem bers " .  T h e  educat ional  l evel  of  a 
g reat major i ty  of t h ese women does not 
exceed pr i m ary schoo l .  Th i s  is why a 
d i sproport i o n ate n u m ber of women 
workers are to be found i n  the peri pheral 
labour market (temporary work,  part
t i me work, c l andest i n e  work and a k i nd  
of ret urn to cottage i n d ustr ies) w i th  i t s  
l ega l  and  soc ia l  d i sadvantages. 

These c haracter i s t ics  a lsa exp l a i n  
why,  i n  s p i t e  of  t h e i r  strong i nterest i n  
pol i t i ca l  and pub l i c  i ssues,  a s  ref l ected 
by the mass m ed i a  (espec i a l l y  te le
v i s ion) ,  and t h e i r  h i g h  el ectoral part i c i 
pat ion ,  women 's  membersh i p  i n  po l i t i 
ca l  and  e lect i ve bod ies rema ins  at token 
leve l s.  

Thus as M ü beccel  B .  Ki ray r i gh t l y  re
marks, the  women and mothers of Ereg l i  
- a n  Anato l ian  sma l l town typ ica l  of  
southern E u ropean set t lements - are 
not l i ke Nara i n  l bsen 's  Doll's House, 
but p lay an i m portant part i n  c h a n g i n g  
t h e  res i stant  s e x  rol es of a t rad i t i ona l  
soc iety w i th  the ıeast poss i b l e  f r i ct i o n .  
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