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Why Sexuality? 
 
 Many Czech social scientists know something about the changing ways male 
and female sexualities have been understood and represented in Czech society in the 
post-1989 period, but hardly anyone has written about them.1  This is all the more 
striking since sexuality is embedded in and influences other social, political and 
economic trends, such as changes in political rhetoric, cultural values and lifestyle 
choices, and can thus be a fundamental lens through which to interpret and assess the 
broad processes of social change that have taken place in post-communist Central 
Europe.  The following article will attempt to fill in this gap in scholarship, analyzing 
representations of sexuality in the Czech media, developments in traffic in women, and 
the new political discourse on homosexuality in the Czech Republic as both integral to 
and functions of the democratic and economic transition.  By doing so, I show how 
studies of gender politics in Central Europe can incorporate sexuality to gain insight into 
a wide range of social problems that at first glance seem far removed from questions of 
gender. 
 Not surprisingly, much of the scholarship on the economic and democratic 
transition after 1989 has focused on an important but restrictive set of themes -- such as 
changes in political culture, the development of civil society, privatization and the 
transformation of state institutions - that seek to measure or account for the various 
degrees of "success" or "failure" of Central and Eastern European countries in their 
reform policies.2  Though these analyses have enjoyed a certain degree of primacy, 
they have not gone unchallenged by feminist and other writings that highlight the 
sometimes negative cultural consequences of policies and reforms deemed 
economically and democratically beneficial.  Not only do these feminist scholars, from 
both "East" and "West," consider the central role of gender in the transition process, 
they also adopt a historical comparative perspective of the differences in women's 
experiences in the divided Europe.3  This scholarship has been far from uncontentious.  
Feminists from both sides of the Iron Curtain have taken different lived experiences with 
them into their work, while also often using different theoretical approaches and 
empirical data.  Not surprisingly, by mid 1990s their scholarship has led to sharp 
differences in interpretation, fueling explosive debates and disagreements about women 
and feminisms "East and West."4  Thus while demonstrating the need to include gender 
analysis within the broader transition literature, these debates have also proved the 
need to bridge the perceived "Eastern" and "Western" experiential and theoretical gaps 
and tensions, which characterized the feminist writings of the early 1990s, in order to 
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produce mutually acceptable and enriching frameworks of interpretation and challenge 
the structuralist mode of thought, so far still prevalent in comparative writing on gender 
and sexuality in post-communist East Central Europe. 
 Despite these differences, feminist scholarship on post-communist East Central 
Europe has shared a common point by making the labor market, women in political 
process, but above all reproductive politics the center of analysis.  This is in part 
because feminist scholars have for some time challenged the notion of separate public 
and private spheres and rightly pointed out that reproduction is by no means a private 
domain removed from the influences of "high" politics.5  As Gail Kligman noted in her 
eye-opening study of the politics of reproduction in socialist Romania, critical inquiry into 
the institutionalization of social practices under Communism enables us to "comprehend 
more fully the lived processes of social atomization and dehumanization" of totalitarian 
regimes and to understand "the means by which reproductive issues become 
embedded in social-political agendas," on both national and international levels.6  "The 
politics of reproduction" analyzed by Kligman and others includes not only debates 
about abortion and child care, but also the use of sterilization under Communism, 
pronatalist policies as tools for nation building, and other uses of ideas of the family, 
motherhood and womanhood in politics.  As gender discrimination in laws is often 
couched in legal language, these scholars also address the rhetoric and argumentation 
used to institute laws regulating family and social relations.  Reproductive politics, 
therefore, is a way to understand how the entire political field affects the way ordinary 
people plan and practice their private lives. 
 However, reproductive politics is only one dimension of gender change in the 
region.  Another significant issue is the changing understanding of sexuality, which 
scholars of reproductive politics often leave out or mention only superficially.  As a 
category of analysis, sexuality is often misunderstood and reduced to "talking about 
sex," a step that belittles the category's potential for exploring continuities and changes 
in a society.7  For example, new representations of sexuality in the media, causal links 
between prostitution and tourism and “Western” influences on the cultural 
understanding of homosexuality tell us a lot about the ways economic transformation 
and openness to the "West" have helped redefine cultural values and models.  The 
interactions of local practices with "global" consumer ideologies and products have 
dramatically altered the discourse on sexuality in the country and region.8 
 The immense growth of tabloid media, called "bulvár" in the Czech Republic has 
profoundly influenced how people relate to their bodies and express their subjectivity.  
The sexual openness of tabloid media, bordering on outright pornography, has 
launched intense political and philosophical debates about professional journalistic 
ethics, the right to privacy, freedom of speech and expression, the social respectability 
and responsibilities of public figures, and so on.  While these debates express the 
importance of ethical perspectives in representation of sexuality, political discussions on 
the legalization of domestic partnerships between homosexuals show that the political 
imagination of homosexual behavior is still deeply embedded in biological and medical 
perspectives from Communism, which thrive due to static institutional frameworks.  
Thus while some influences on the representation of sexuality, such as the consumer 
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market and the media, have undergone rapid change, more conservative influences 
such as ideas of health and biological rightness have not.  Considering the issue of 
sexuality from such diverse points of view, therefore, can reveal changes and 
continuities in post-totalitarian culture that other approaches leave hidden. 
 
 
Representations of Sexuality in the Media: Freedom without Limits 
 
 After 1989 the media in countries of the former Soviet bloc underwent a rapid 
and far-reaching transformation.  Required for decades by political censorship and 
demands to write news and design TV programs in dull, uniform and politically correct 
ways, journalists became intoxicated with new freedoms of speech and possibilities for 
individual expression and creativity.  As media groups competed to draw in potential 
audiences, images and themes previously forbidden under Communism were the most 
successful ways to grab viewers' attention, including commercials with provocative 
images of women or TV programs that talked about and displayed sexual acts.  In fact, 
almost all representations of sexuality were taken as novel and expressions of freedom, 
since prior to 1989 official discussions of sexuality focused almost exclusively on 
reproduction and family planning (thus desexualized) or viewed it in terms of the 
criminal, socially deviant and "medical" aspects of sexual behavior (thus 
oversexualized).  Because sex under Communism was either represented through 
officially sanctioned channels or not represented at all, the void rapidly filled with new 
images of sex, just as the consumer market and politics were flooded with new imported 
products and ideas. 
 Images and ideas of sexuality previously gathered from smuggled western 
journals and videos suddenly took on concrete shapes and colors on Czech billboards 
and newsstands throughout the country.  Rules of "normality" and "acceptability" 
disappeared, and in the first years of democratic transition few dared to challenge these 
trends seriously by suggesting that restrictions should be imposed on how sexuality can 
be represented.9  Czech billboards in particular have been notable in their shocking, 
sometimes obscene depictions of female sexuality.  For example, one popular 
commercial by Kozel, a beer company, showed a woman in luxurious underwear 
caressing a man with the text "Drink Your Goat" underneath.  Other notable examples 
include Esquire Magazine ads where naked women sit on top of filled beer glasses with 
their legs spread open (or on all fours, eating from a man's palm) and a Magnum ice-
cream ad with women eating an ice cream bar as if performing fellatio, and so on. 
 What is even more shocking, however, is that these ads are still regularly 
appearing, reinforcing how the freedom to create eye-catching ads can subordinate and 
sexualize the female body.  For example, in 2001 a popular ad by Diffusil, a producer of 
an insect repellant, depicts a man with mosquito wings having sex with a naked woman 
(visible only in her spread arms and high-heeled legs) with a warning text "Don't Let 
Yourself Get Pricked!" -- alluding to the "naturalness" of non-consensual sex between a 
suddenly appearing man and a necessarily submissive woman.  Clearly, the company 
and presumably its targeted audience do not find depictions of female subjection (what 
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would be considered rape in Western countries) problematic; rather, they see them as 
sources of amusement and creativity. 
 Such ads have not been published without opposition or outcry.  One of the most 
controversial ads of late is for Nokia's Hands-Free Set; it came out as the Czech 
parliament was debating the problem of sexual harassment in the workplace.  The ad 
showed a laughing, excited businessman grabbing the large breasts of his female 
colleague, face frozen in a comic scream, with the text:  "Nokia -- Dangerously Free 
Hands."10 A protest immediately arose from women (and a few men) active around the 
Center for Gender Studies at Charles University in Prague, Gender in Sociology, a 
research team of the Institute of Sociology of Academy of Sciences of the Czech 
Republic, and a few other NGOs, indicating that public reception of representations of 
female sexuality has been (at least on some fronts) undergoing a process of cultural 
reflection and criticism.  The protest was addressed to the Czech Advertisement 
Council, the legislative body that oversees issues of commercial ethics and legislation.  
The existence of the Council gives the impression of monitoring in some ways 
advertising ethics in the Czech Republic.  However, the Advertisement Council is an 
advisory body that can merely suggest that a company withdraw its ad; it has no 
legislative authority to order an ad pulled down.  After the complaint was submitted to 
the Council, the activists inquired at Nokia headquarters in Finland whether they knew 
about the ad and whether it was locally produced or internationally distributed.  It turned 
out that Nokia had nothing to do with the production of this ad: it was a domestic 
product created by Czechs.11 
 This case suggests that local perceptions of sexual representation can easily be 
taken for "western imports" of obscene sexuality and notions of public acceptability.  
Clichés about the "American hysteria" over sexual harassment add further fuel.  The 
"West," and the United States in particular, appear in popular culture as a place where 
"feminists" have spiraled sexual politics to the level of absurdity.  This view has been 
systematically created and perpetuated by well-known intellectuals and writers such as 
Josef Škvorecky, Lukás Vaculík, Iva Pekárková or the late Milan Machovec.12 Thus 
while sexuality is used to express freedom of speech, underlining the liberal values the 
Czech Republic shares with western countries, it is used at the same time to elevate 
and distance Czech culture from the superficial materialism and hysterical feminism of 
the "West," notably the United States.  
 One striking example of the representation of sexuality in the media comes not 
from private enterprise, but from the Czech public TV station, required by law and 
mandated by the Czech Parliament to produce "objective, verified, comprehensive and 
balanced information so that viewers can freely form their opinions and attitudes."13 
Recently, the station ran an hour long documentary entitled "Sex is Ours... So Harass!" 
about the problem of sexual harassment in the country.  Intentionally or not, the 
program's strong anti-feminist biases mirrored stereotypes of female sexuality in 
society.  The documentary took the form of a for-and-against debate, presenting only 
two people who defended the view that sexual harassment is a real problem, but more 
than fourteen male "experts" and "scientists" who challenged, ridiculed, and denied the 
idea that cases of sexual harassment in the Czech Republic could be substantiated.  
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Arguments about "incidental" cases of harassment involving passers-by overwhelmingly 
supported the male challengers against the defendants, mostly young women unlikely 
to have experiences of sexual harassment at work yet. While the majority of the men 
were introduced as having post-graduate degrees, giving the impression of their 
maturity and critical ability, most of the women presented were nude models, artists or 
friends of the men, who all in some ways exhibited their nudity as a part of their careers 
and rejected the notion that sexual harassment is a problem.  The choice of these 
young women served to reaffirm the belief that nudity and sexuality are merely 
expressive aspects of women's desires and thus cannot be forced upon them.  
Shockingly, the document showed more than 42 depictions of naked breasts, a 
revealing statement that only women, not men, can be taken as sexual objects in this 
way.  Nevertheless, the program's dialogue drove home the idea that female sexuality 
invites men's advances and that sexual interaction is an innocent, free expression of 
human desire.14 
 Media images of sexuality are one of the most important ways gender inequality 
is produced and reproduced in the Czech Republic.  Many accounts, both academic 
and popular, still tend to underestimate the power of language and visual representation 
to cause or influence cultural trends and values over the last decade.  They thus tend to 
ignore that representation and symbolism used in popular Czech commercials and ads 
makes contemporary power hierarchies appear "natural" and "true."15  In fact, the 
apparent "naturalness" of understanding female identity in purely sexualized terms is a 
consequence of the post-socialist environment, in which market forces and global 
images dictate trends of representation, and of liberal reactions to decades of 
suppressed visual images of male and female desire. 
 
 
Prostitution, Traffic in Women and Political Mobilization  
 
 The media have been able to extend significantly the limits of what can be 
represented sexually because they can reconcile shocking (but taken as humorous) 
depictions of female sexual subordination while also interpreting "the Czech woman" as 
someone sexually free and inviting, who takes pride in her body and prowess.  As these 
images and the concrete conditions of women's sexual lives influence each other, the 
question remains: have Czech women experienced greater sexual freedom and mobility 
under current democratic conditions?  Although such a question cannot be answered 
fully here, the marked rise of traffic in women and prostitution in the Czech Republic 
since 1989 casts a dark shadow over the consequences of democratic and economic 
transition for male and female sexual behavior.  On the other hand, the same conditions 
have made political mobilization possible, a key objective for the growing number of 
women activists. 
 Freedom of movement between the perceived East and West, supported by the 
fact that the Czech Republic borders Germany and Austria, a "gate to the West," 
exacerbated the problems of trafficking and prostitution.  While in the Communist period 
prostitution blossomed mainly on an individual basis, mainly through West German or 
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Austrian tourists in border areas, during the 1990s prostitution became a lucrative and 
organized business throughout the country.  As prostitution is legal in the Czech 
Republic, signs announcing "Night Clubs," "Erotic Clubs," "Beautiful Girls," "Nude Girls" 
and "Escort Services" shine in most Czech cities and are advertised in phone books, 
printed media, and on night TV.  Until 1989 prostitution was considered "parasitic" and 
was punishable according to the law, not as a sexual crime, but as a crime against the 
socialist work ethic.  In 1989 the law on the obligation to work was removed from the 
Czech Criminal Code, and no new law replaced it.16 
 After 1989 prostitution disappeared in Czech law, as it was neither a crime nor a 
"job," leading to the ironic position of a morally despicable but legally acceptable 
economic pursuit.  In practice, this ambiguous legal situation has had two 
consequences, both of which force prostitutes into economic, psychological and 
physical dispowerment, vulnerability and abuse: they are scorned by the majority of 
society, and their profession is not legally recognized, and thus lacks social provision.  
The lack of legal oversight on prostitution has enforced the helplessness of prostitutes 
in relations with their employers, where gender and coercive power dimensions are 
especially prominent.  At the opposite extreme from social and legal misrecognition, 
Peříčko, a popular sex talk show, celebrates and romanticizes prostitution by 
interviewing and presenting the "performances" of young and "sexually liberated" 
escorts who claim to "love" their work.17  Situated between these social perceptions, 
the reality of prostitution remains one of the least understood and regulated, as well as 
the most problematic, spheres of gender inequality in the Czech Republic. 
 As opposed to prostitution, trafficking in women is a crime in Czech Criminal 
Law.  Paragraph §246 states that a person who "decoys, recruits or carries a woman 
abroad for the purpose of sexual intercourse with someone else shall be sentenced to 
1-5 years of imprisonment" (or 3-8 years if committed by an organized group, if the 
victim is under 18 years of age, or if the crime was committed for the purpose of 
prostitution).18  However, this is the only legal norm that mentions trafficking in women 
per se, as Czech legislation does not use the terminology of forced labor or slavery to 
describe or punish the subjugation of women who have already been trafficked.  
 According to reports of the Czech Police, the majority of girls rescued by police 
from international traffickers in the Czech Republic are not Czech, but come from 
countries of the former Soviet Union and the Balkans.  Interviews carried out by the 
international NGO LaStrada reveal that economic factors prevail in the decisions of 
these women to journey westward.  The Czech Republic is also considered an ideal 
place for trafficking in women as a country with a high concentration of mafia gangs 
from Russia, Ukraine and the Balkans, and a transit country for drug smuggling from 
Southeastern Europe and the Middle East.  Data on trafficking in women over the last 
decade suggest that for traffickers the Czech Republic combines "Western" economic 
opportunities and liberal values, such as freedom of movement, presumption of 
innocence, and rule of law, with "Eastern" post-totalitarian cracks in the legal system, 
such as bribery, low manpower and finances, a confusing criminal code, and legislation 
that usually follows rather than precedes certain crimes.19 
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 Terrible as these trends are, they have also stimulated mobilization and grass-
root activism among women.  Legal challenges to prevent organized violence against 
women have been ineffective, so increased numbers of women have decided to create 
and volunteer for NGOs that help women in distress.  The most visible and successful 
have been LaStrada, working in the field of traffic in women, Rozkoš bez rizika, 
(Pleasure Without Risk) covering a wide range of issues and services for prostitutes, 
project "Jana" in Western Bohemia, offering women free AIDS tests and medical 
examinations, and Bílý kruh bezpečí (White Circle of Safety), providing legal and 
psychological services for victims of rape and others.  These organizations gained their 
understanding of prostitution and traffic in women from institutions based in the West, 
which also provides most of their financial support.20 
Elsewhere throughout the region of East Central Europe, abortion became the most 
explosive issue in gender politics following the collapse of Communism. After decades 
of relative ease and accessibility of abortion, Central European countries adopted new, 
more restrictive laws, such as Poland, for example, where abortion has been illegal 
since the Abortion Law passed in 1994.21 Abortion has occupied center stage in 
political debates which articulate claims about national and cultural morality and justice 
through ideas of health and national well-being.  At the same time, the issue of abortion 
has provoked women activists to organize and learn to articulate their concerns in 
politically salient ways.22 In Czechoslovakia, however, the situation was quite different, 
as neither the Czech Republic nor Slovakia enacted new legislation restricting access to 
abortion.  The one significant difference was a higher fee for "non-medical" abortions, 
which certainly limited access to abortions for some women, but did not restrict the 
practice from a legal perspective.  Even though topics and opinions in the media have 
occasionally stirred public debate, on the whole Czech women have not had to mobilize 
and fight for their reproductive rights.23 
Instead, following the pattern of West European and American societies, Czech 
women's organizations and networks have centered predominantly around issues of 
sexual violence against women, such as rape, domestic violence, prostitution, traffic in 
women and pornography.  Besides concrete assistance and counseling for victims of 
sexual violence, these centers engage in consciousness raising, research, and political 
activities to educate the public about institutions and structures that perpetuate this kind 
of violence.  This NGO work can be seen as an attempt to counter the influences of the 
media industry, such as pornography on late night TV and the tabloid media, which then 
disseminate within popular culture.24  Unfortunately, many Czechs view prostitution and 
traffic in women in terms of female promiscuity and the opportunity to get foreign cash, 
and so often blame the victims rather than seeing these phenomena in terms of 
coercive practices and the grave social and economic conditions that produce them. 
 LaStrada, for example, succeeded in making the traffic in women visible by 
organizing a large media education campaign as well as ads in several major cities in 
East/Central Europe.  The ads and commercials warn women of the frequent cases of 
trafficking disguised as au-pair and educational programs, ventures that are immensely 
popular in post-Communist countries because they offer ways for young people to travel 
out, learn new languages and encounter new cultures.  The ad campaign of LaStrada 
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points out how these "opportunities" target young women in vulnerable situations.  
Given current antifeminist sentiments in the country, such campaigns might risk 
backlashes against "naïve" and "adventurous" women, blaming them for walking into 
dangerous situations without caution.  Paradoxically, then, greater freedom and mobility 
to travel internationally combined with increased awareness of violence against women 
could result in stronger pressure on women to stay dependent, fearful, and tied to 
home, in other words to act according to patriarchal norms predominant in the society. 
 Though Czech women resist attempts to organize officially for causes considered 
overly "feminist," the mutual cooperation and interconnection between these non-
governmental organizations demonstrate that women will organize around issues that 
affect them in fundamentally different ways than men.  In fact, these organizations 
developed alongside and because of increasing gender inequalities after Communism, 
indicating that women's groups have been quick to perceive and respond to the 
changing conditions of a democratic society.  However, while these activities -- in 
content, structure, goals, etc. -- differ little from similar activities in so-called Western 
countries, in the Czech Republic such work is rarely understood in feminist terms.  
Many of the activists themselves resist that identification, revealing once more the 
absence of a meaningful discourse about feminist issues either under Communism or 
today.  Moreover, even though women activists could draw and use a lot of support and 
power from joining their efforts together with homosexuals, such alliances have so far 
been non-existent. Women and homosexuals, dominated by gay men, organize 
themselves differently in order to fight for their specific rights and to initiate serious 
debate in public discourse, in their mutual belief that they have little (if anything) to offer 
to and gain from each other. Thus, there is likewise an absence of a meaningful 
discourse about homosexuality, as many Czechs still hold stereotypes and conceptions 
of homosexuality based on the ideological and scientific frameworks of the former 
regime and feminists have been unable to connect the politics of gender with the politics 
of sexuality into a coherent, powerful and productive political critique. 
 
 
Homosexuality: The Issue of the 1990s 
 
 The most visible issue in the Czech Republic in the 1990s concerning gender, 
sexuality and reproductive politics has been the issue of homosexuality and 
"homosexual marriage," better known under the term Registered Partnership.  
Immediately after 1989 the issue of homosexuality shot into public view and has 
remained a major political and cultural question ever since.  The views of politicians 
towards homosexuality and registered partnership created unlikely alliances in 
Parliament and TV debates.  Homosexuality has been such a popular topic of debate 
that some politicians have used it to promote themselves and their programs rather than 
contributing to the issue itself.  Through discussions in the media the public has often 
learned about the sexual orientations and perspectives of political representatives and 
candidates, now an integral aspect of political discourse.25 
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 The way both homosexuals and heterosexuals understand homosexuality was 
strongly affected by the repressive apparatus of sexuality under Communism.  With the 
collapse of Communism, homosexuals were among the first suppressed minorities to 
organize into a strong political force to fight for their rights.  The categories of freedom, 
identity and agency offered rhetorical tools that resonated with the concerns of the 
society at large.  Moreover, panic about the spread of AIDS prompted government 
support throughout the 1990s.  Given pressures from the EU to pay attention to the 
treatment of all minorities, including sexual ones, and the fact that the Czech Republic is 
not a religiously identified country with moral prejudices against homosexuality built into 
its national culture, it is not surprising that the issue has gained such a spotlight.26 
 According to a recent study by the Sexological Institute of the Czech Republic, 
more than half the country's population claims that they have not personally met a 
homosexual.27  Though the statistics suggest that Czech society is fairly open and 
tolerant (in fact, 70 percent of respondents replied that they would not mind if their 
political representative was a homosexual), other studies show that many Czechs 
consider homosexuality something "alien" that does not concern them personally.  That 
is, Czech society tends to see homosexuality not as a natural component of society, but 
as a problem that arose after the fall of Communism, and thus one consequence of the 
rise of liberal democracy.28 
 During the Communist regime homosexuality was presented as a crime, 
perversion and illness.  The medicalization and criminalization of homosexuality was 
rightfully denounced by many writers on totalitarian regimes.29  Until 1961, 
homosexuality in Czechoslovakia, as in many other East/Central European countries, 
was criminalized: until 1950 homosexual acts were "crimes against nature," and from 
1950 to 1961 crimes against society, acts "incompatible with the morality of a socialist 
society."30 In 1961, homosexuality was decriminalized by a new law (§244 Tr.Z.) which 
legalized homosexual acts under specific conditions.31 Only after the collapse of 
Communism, in July 1990, §241 in its entirety was removed from the Criminal Code of 
Czechoslovakia.  In 1993, when the World Health Organization officially removed 
homosexuality from its list of illnesses, SOHO32 managed to ratify this removal 
(included in the Czechoslovak Medical List of Illnesses as the infamous Diagnosis 
302.1) in Czechoslovakia as well.33 
 Even though charges of homosexuality as a criminal act disappeared during the 
last decades of Communism, and during the 1990s accounts of homosexuality as 
"unnaturalness" slowly shifted to a discourse of "difference but equality," these shifts 
have not transformed the understanding of sexuality from a biological and medical issue 
to a socially constructed and gendered category.  Today, physicians no longer want to 
"cure" homosexuality and generally accept it as a viable alternative to heterosexuality.  
The medicalization of sexuality however, and especially its biological determination, has 
influenced all levels of sexual and gender discourses.  Most accounts, including 
periodicals, rarely fail to mention that "in current conceptions, homosexuality is not 
understood as an illness,"34 but few authors reflect on the implications of the persistent 
use of medical and biological categories (rather than cultural ones) for how 
homosexuality is imagined in political and social debate. 
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 The persistent monopoly of psychologists, psychiatrists and sexologists on 
issues of sexuality to this very day, at the expense of qualified gender analysis by 
sociologists and historians, result in many ways from repressive, communist social 
practices.  Definitions and listed causes of homosexuality from the Communist era have 
not changed much in the last ten years and indicate that in the 1990s the bases for 
argumentation have not progressed beyond medical discourse.35  In 1992, experts 
argued that "homosexuality is a life-long, unchangeable state which is neither caused 
nor chosen by its carrier who, therefore, cannot be blamed for it."36  Three years later, 
another influential sexologist insisted that "biological factors play the decisive role for 
determining sexual orientation from the prenatal stage of individual development, 
whether those are genetic or hormonal factors."37  And in 2000, the author of the first 
original Gay History written in Czech exclaimed:  "Let's understand each other!  This 
book is by no means a promotion of homosexuality.  To promote homosexuality or 
heterosexuality is nonsense.  They are simply facts."38 
 Paradoxically, however, the etiological approach -- the search for the origins of 
homosexual desire39 -- which has characterized the medical sexological sciences and 
helped essentialize the biological foundations of gender and sexuality, has also eased 
the groundwork for gay and lesbian political movements.  The way scientific studies 
define homosexuality has clearly affected how gay and lesbian leaders articulate 
political claims and concerns.  Many Czech homosexuals, represented in the early 
1990s by SOHO and its president Jiří Hromada, have eagerly embraced the widespread 
essentialist definition of homosexuality as a "lasting and unchangeable characteristic of 
every individual,"40 basing their political strategies on it.  Led by the goal of legalizing 
Registered Partnership, they have stood firmly behind sexological "experts," agreeing 
that "homosexuals do not choose their sexual orientation."41  Even though some 
original research studies include clauses about free will and choice in their definitions of 
homosexuality, homosexual political representatives have so far ignored them and 
concentrate on arguments that "prove" biological predisposition.42  Since 1990, 
Hromada (and Gay Iniciativa without and GL liga after him) has consistently argued that 
homosexuality is biologically determined and has gradually succeeded in convincing the 
public that homosexuality is an innate biological tendency.  Already in 1995, in the 
political TV show Aréna, Hromada won a phone-in vote of viewers on the need to 
institutionally legalize Registered Partnership.  Two thirds of those who called said that 
Hromada had convinced them.43  However, for example challenging the legitimacy of 
the question on the origins of homosexuality itself by questioning the relevancy of the 
answer, still remains a scarce strategy. 
 Such arguments contain some contradictions that in the long run may suit 
various political interests.  For example, Gay Iniciativa vehemently argues that 
homosexuality is innate, yet the crux of the conflict over legalization of Registered 
Partnership is fear of potential danger to children from inappropriate role models or the 
absence of "correct ones."44  Gay Iniciativa and gay studies argue that homosexuals 
and heterosexuals are "the same" with the exception of sexual preference, yet Hromada 
has tirelessly assured the public and Parliament that homosexuals do not want the law 
on Registered Partnership to include a clause about their ability to have, adopt and 

 260



In Over the Wall/After the Fall: Post-Communist Cultures Through an East-West Gaze. Sibelan 
Forrester, Magdalena Zaborowska and Elena Gapova, eds. Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana 

University Press, 2004: 251-267. 

raise children.  Given this biological framework, nobody has provided any reasons why 
homosexuals should not possess the same innate desire to have children as 
heterosexuals.  This inconsistency is especially striking given the arguments usually 
made by conservative Christian Democrat MPs, such as Tomáš Kvapil or Cyril 
Svoboda, who see, on the one hand, the naturalness of a "maternal destiny" in all 
women and the unnaturalness of lesbian motherhood on the other.  Nor have they 
explained who should and should not be included in their definition of "woman."45 
 So far, most analyses of gender and sexuality have been blind to a 
fundamentally gendered and controversial premise:  the male orientation and patriarchal 
character of the Czech homosexual movement and the heterosexism of Czech feminist 
and gender scholarship.  Feminist analyses of gender, which focus on social relations 
between men and women, and analyses of sexuality, which in the Czech Republic are 
premised on biological difference, have not effectively critiqued or supported each 
other.46  Instead, gender analyses have excluded sexualities from discussion of social 
relations, and analyses of sexuality have not seriously entertained the claim that 
sexuality is habituated through gender norms and practices.  Gay representatives often 
reinforce gender stereotypes in their work, while feminist scholarship excludes 
homosexuality in order to narrow gender politics to the range of their specific interests.  
As a result, a full account of the experiences of gays and lesbians and the politics and 
representations of homosexuality in the Czech Republic has yet to be written. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The contemporary history of sexuality in the Czech Republic is very much shaped by 
the confrontation and contestation of the ideas, institutions and economic conditions of 
the socialist past and the democratic present.  This confrontation produces conflicting 
and problematic ideas about male and female sexuality in Czech society, while at the 
same time slowly patterning these ideas along lines common in the "West."  However, 
whether Czech activists will also manage to instill in Czech society respect for the 
female body or tolerance of homosexuality is still an open question. 
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