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Epistemic Struggles, Architectures,
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Zuzana Madarova®?, Agata Sustova Drelova®?®
a) Faculty of Social and Economic Sciences, Comenius University in Bratislava
b) Institute of History, Slovak Academy of Sciences and E6tvos Lorand University

Madarovd, Zuzana, Ststova Drelové, Agata. 2026. Revisiting the Gender Politics of Memory:
Epistemic Struggles, Architectures, and Ecologies of Remembering in East Central Europe /
Nové pohlady na rodovu politiku paméati: epistemické zapasy, ramce a priestory spominania
v stredovychodnej Eurépe. Gender a vyzkum / Gender and Research 27 (1): 3-24, https://doi.
0rg/10.13060/gav.2026.011.

In 2025, the Czech National Museum dedicated a solo exhibition to the life and lega-
cy of Frantiska Plaminkova (1875-1942) — a Czech teacher, politician, women'’s rights
pioneer, and anti-fascist resistance fighter. Until the exhibition, the public presence (or
rather absence of) her story had been emblematic of how significant historical wom-
en are treated in collective memory. Though occasionally commemorated by feminist
activists, Plaminkova remained largely invisible to official mnemonic institutions. The
exhibition, driven by the localised ‘herstory turn’ in contemporary memory-making
(Pet6 2021), marked a milestone: Moving past the institution’s traditional reliance on
allegorical muses and symbolic female figures, Plaminkova became the first historical
woman to have her portrait displayed on the museum’s facade. And yet, it becomes
clear to visitors walking through the exhibition — exploring the testimonies of her
pupils, the physical spaces in which the women'’s rights movement operated, and
Plaminkova’s networks with women both at home and abroad — that the exhibition’s
narrative structure continues to navigate a subtle tension. It balances the institutional

' Zuzana Madarova’s editorial work on this thematic issue and article was supported by the Slovak Re-
search and Development Agency under the Contract no. APVV-24-0426.
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and cultural demand for a ‘great person’ narrative with a more nuanced portrayal of
collective labour and identity.

Rather than merely presenting Plaminkova as an isolated historical heroine or a
static role model for contemporary political struggles for women'’s empowerment,
the exhibition contextualises her life within a broader, collaborative social movement.
As the exhibition text itself states: ‘Frantiska Plaminkova was not alone in her efforts!
She was very aware of the importance of collective organised work, networking and
women's solidarity. She was a leading figure and part of the movement.” Through
this approach, curator and historian Jitka Gelnarova actively challenges the paradigm
of the solitary, almost individualistic historical protagonist — a framework all too fre-
quently applied to both male and female historical actors. Moreover, the exhibition
explicitly invites visitors, particularly educators and students, to rethink the standard
national narrative taught in schools and preserved in mainstream historical sources:
the myth that women in Czechoslovakia were simply ‘granted’ suffrage in 1918, rath-
er than having actively fought for it.

Ultimately, the exhibition serves as a powerful mnemonic site, where the story of
one historical individual becomes a vehicle for retelling the history of the broader
women'’s movement and of a specific period in the history of Czechoslovakia itself.
In this regard, the project aligns closely with the theoretical frameworks outlined
by Linda Zerilli (2008) for political science and Joan Wallach Scott (1986) for histori-
ography. It does not just render women'’s experiences visible where they have been
systemically forgotten; it actively disrupts dominant collective memories of historical
events, challenges traditional norms of visibility and significance, and unpacks the very
mechanisms and processes through which gendered collective memory is constructed.

This special issue is animated by a similarly multi-layered landscape that can func
tion as an intellectual, affective, and geopolitical map of feminist memory studies in,
from, and about East Central Europe. As readers ‘walk through’ this volume, they
are invited to navigate through diverse approaches to mnemonic practices — ranging
from retrieving lost memories of women to a structural critique of historical events,
institutions, and methodologies. Readers will encounter an attempt to enrich and
diversify the history of the Czechoslovak dissident movement by foregrounding its
female participants. The path will then shift to analysing the structural mechanisms
of state memory-making that render women’s contributions to nation-building in
Kosovo invisible, before adopting a queer perspective to demonstrate how ethno-
graphic archives can challenge the homophobic, nationalist project in contemporary
Hungary, or rethinking the late 1980s in state-socialist Poland through the lens of
artistic performance. This exploration deliberately blurs the line between textual anal-
ysis and physical space. As well as visiting traditional archives, tdnchaz (dance houses),
and theatres, readers will be invited on a series of actual, on-the ground, walking
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tours. One stop on the tour involves critically engaging with the Varna Monument
of Soviet-Bulgarian Friendship, where a gender lens illuminates the power dynamics
and affective economy of public socialist architecture. Another tour will take readers
through the streets of Budapest, prompting readers to question the emancipatory
potential of urban memory projects where visual visibility is treated as the sole cri-
terion for progress.

Embedded within these physical landscapes, while simultaneously moving beyond
them, is the digital sphere — a potentially democratising, yet highly volatile ecosystem.
In this part of their journey readers’ will encounter the digital archives document-
ing Ukrainian women at war, which are actively shaping both immediate and future
memories of female participation in defence and nation-building. The trajectory con-
cludes by exploring the digitised, mediated memories of restricted reproductive rights
in state-socialist Romania — a historical trauma gaining urgent resonance amidst con-
temporary illiberal efforts to curtail sexual and reproductive justice.

Taken together, the contributions — comprising five peer-reviewed articles, three
essays, and two book reviews — intentionally move beyond a simple politics of re-
covery. While they share an underlying commitment to uncovering marginalised or
erased women's experiences, they simultaneously demonstrate that visibility alone
does not dismantle the deeper, gendered structures that govern historical meaning.
Instead, memory is revealed as a dynamic, contested field in which recognition, au-
thority, and political belonging are continuously negotiated.

Developments in memory studies reflected in this Special Issue

One of the key developments to emerge in the field of memory studies in recent
years is the shift in focus from recognition and recovery — as outlined above — to un-
covering the processes and logic of memory-making, where gender is understood
as a key structuring principle (Pet6, Phoenix 2019; Dragojlovic, Quinan 2023; Gray,
Martin, Reeves 2026). A related development is the shift in attention from what is
remembered to the form of remembrance itself, as studies are increasingly analysing
how infrastructure — in the form of space, sound, narrative sequencing, emotional
identification, and affective registers — produces gendered subjects within nation-
al, social, and sexuality-tied boundaries (Li 2023; O'Mahony 2024). To understand,
challenge, and overcome these boundaries, queer and trans approaches in memory
studies intervene in recognition and recovery work, while offering multiple invitations
to rethink and reframe temporality, archives, and relatedness (Caliskan 2019, 2023;
Dragojlovic, Quinan 2023).

There is a strong strand of scholarship that conceptualises memory work as a cru-
cial part of changing political projects, especially far right and illiberalism (Pet 2021,
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Pet6, Klacsmann 2025; Rosenfeld 2021). Gender matters here both as an object of
institutional attack and as the core of the broader reconstruction of the political and
social order (Petd 2021). While studies mostly focus on the mnemonic work by far
right and illiberal actors, gendered memory-building is also connected to political
counter-publics and reparative justice (Pet&, Phoenix 2019).

The theorisation of memory as labour, while far from being new, provides the field
with a language for thinking about how survivors’ work, activists’ curation, care work,
and embodied testimony are converted into durable mnemonic value and then insti-
tutionalised as mnemonic capital (Allen 2014; Reading 2016, 2019, 2021). ‘Whether
asserting the right to retain a name, to generate a commemoration of women'’s suf-
frage, to change the list and create a gender equal list of scientists, to amplify and
reinforce memories of abuse — all these mnemonic acts, great and small, require con-
sciously controlling the means of remembering, the investment of daily mnemonic
labour and accrual of mnemonic value to create long term and enduring mnemonic
capital in various states’, asserts Anna Reading (2019: 2).

Building on this conceptualisation of mnemonic labour, the authors of this special
issue engage in a twofold intervention: they examine the processes, circumstances,
and forms of intervention of various mnemonic actors, such as performers in Poland,
dissidents in Czechoslovakia, folk dancers in Hungary, and combatants in Ukraine.
At the same time, besides their academic work, they also contribute their own mne-
monic labour, potentially recalibrating the value these memories gain in the public
and academic spheres.

In this sense, we hope that the journey this special issue provides does not end
with its publication; on the contrary, we intend for it to start a new life among read-
ers, scholars, activists, and students. We are fully aware that the issue enters an ac-
ademic field structured by unequal power relations along the lines of the East and
West — or the Global North, South, and ‘periphery’ — imperial and colonial materiali-
ties, scientometrics, and impact factors, as well as fashionable academic buzzwords.
As scholars working from Slovakia, we have been acutely aware that questions of
memory are inseparable from questions of epistemic authority. But we still hope
that the issue will make a valuable contribution to the gendered redistribution of
mnemonic capital (Reading 2019). That this distribution is in flux is evident from the
recent contributions of inspiring mnemonic actors in East Central Europe working
within the framework of research projects such as ‘The History of Feminist Political
Thought and Women'’s Rights Discourses in East Central Europe 1929-2001", led by
Zso6fia Lorand, and ‘Women Experts and Feminist Knowledge Production in Post-War
East Central Europe (1945-1989)', led by Annina Gagyiova and Natalia Jarska. These
new archives, translations of resources, and the rethinking of the canon of women'’s
thought all contribute to new forms of memory and their global institutionalisation.
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At the same time, feminist activists in East Central Europe have been doing grass-
roots mnemonic work for decades — for instance, by constructing women'’s history
projects or building, caring for, and reproducing feminist libraries and archives. This
work is currently threatened by illiberal political interventions, — for example, the Jifi-
na Sikova Library run by the Gender Studies organisation in Prague, Czech Republic,
and the first and biggest feminist library in Slovakia, run by the organisation ASPEKT
in Bratislava, are both at risk of demise. These political steps confirm that mnemonic
work and the undoing of what is known about our society and its gender order is at
the heart of illiberal political projects. In this context, it is crucial to understand and
rethink different types of mnemonic initiatives.

One of many possible readings of the Special Issue

The types of intervention made in this special issue reflect the ideational dynamics
within memory studies described above. They aim to deepen and broaden the un-
derstanding of gendered mnemonic work in East Central Europe and beyond, while
clearly re-valuing and re-structuring public and academic mnemonic fields. As one
possible approach to this special issue, we suggest reading its contributions along
four thematic axes: 1) epistemic injustice and the struggle for recognition; 2) archi-
tectures and ecologies of memory; 3) nationalism and coloniality; 4) postmemory
and temporality.

Epistemic injustice and the struggle for recognition

A central conceptual thread running through this issue is the problem of epistemic
injustice (Fricker 2007), which is understood as the structural denial of certain groups’
credibility as knowers and historical agents. In the context of gendered memory, this
injustice is not only about exclusion from archives or historical narratives, but about
the devaluation of specific forms of labour, testimony, and experience.

This is particularly evident in Marta Edith Holeckova's analysis of women's partici-
pation in the Czechoslovak dissident movement around Charter 77. Hole¢kova shows
that women were not marginal actors in this intellectual and political environment
but were central to its operation as organisers, translators, editors, archivists, and
producers of informal intellectual spaces. However, their contributions remain under-
represented in the ‘canonical’ memory of dissidence, which privileges visible author-
ship and public leadership. The domestic ‘salons’ organised by women emerge here
as alternative epistemic spaces in which political and intellectual life was sustained
outside formal institutions.

A similar logic of epistemic exclusion operates in Lea Hensch's study of Kosovo,
where post-war commemorative culture elevates the figure of the militarised male
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freedom fighter while confining women to symbolic roles as mothers of the nation
or passive victims. Women's extensive participation in nation-building is thus not de-
nied outright and openly but is reframed in ways that strips these women of political
agency.

Mariya Shcherbyna and Tetiana Havlin extend this argument into a current war
context through their analysis of women combatants in the ongoing Russian military
aggression in Ukraine. The concept of epistemic repair (Fricker 2007) highlights how
digital memory practices can actively reconstruct women as historical subjects in real
time. However, even here, recognition and mnemonic capital are not automatic: they
must be produced through a narrative struggle against entrenched androcentric and
imperial memory regimes.

The academic effort towards epistemic repair is reconstructed in Maria Mokra’s
review of the compendium Texts and Contexts from the History of Feminism and
Women's Rights: East Central Europe, Second Half of the Twentieth Century, edited
by Zséfia Lorand, Adela Hincu, Jovana Mihajlovi¢ Trbovc, and Katarzyna Stariczak-
Wislicz. Mokré offers an intergenerational reading of this feminist intervention into
the canon of political thought, reclaiming lost ideas and intellectual frameworks while
offering a glimpse into the process of post-memory in the making.

Architectures and ecologies of memory: monuments, streets, archives, and
digital platforms

A second key axis of the issue concerns the architectures (Bahloul 1996) and ecol-
ogies (Brown, Hoskins 2010; Hoskins 2011) through which memory is materialised
and circulated. These are not neutral containers of remembrance but active systems
of classification, meaning-making, and transformation.

Dafina Nedelcheva's analysis of the Monument to Bulgarian-Soviet Friendship in
Varna shows how monuments function as pedagogical devices that shape affective
relationships to history. The monument does not merely commemorate ‘liberation’
but authoritatively teaches visitors to feel geopolitical hierarchy as natural and desir-
able. Through its layered symbolic structure, imperial, state-socialist, and nationalist
meanings accumulate into what she describes as a palimpsestic formation of mem-
ory. Here, memory is represented as a continuously reactivated script that organises
affectivity, identity, and political subjectivity.

Réahel K. Turai's study of street-naming practices in Budapest extends this infra-
structural perspective into the everyday governance of urban spaces. Street names
honouring socialist women such as Anna Koltéi become sites of continual ideological
negotiation. Their repeated erasure and partial restoration across different political
regimes reveal how public memory is governed through administrative practices that
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render certain historical subjects visible or invisible depending on the shifting politi-
cal logic. The street, in this sense, becomes an archive where competing regimes of
value are produced.

The ambiguous role of archives is explored in Anisha Anantpurkar’s essay about
folk dance in Hungary. On the one hand, ethnographic films are presented as a tech-
nology through which an imagined Hungarianness is constructed, embodied, and
transmitted. At the same time, however, these films serve as tools through which the
dominant notions of authenticity — tied to ethno-nationalism, heteronormativity, and
cultural purity — are challenged. Approached from a queer perspective, the archival
films are subjected to a creative reinterpretation, thereby supporting the construc-
tion of alternative identities, somatic freedom, and the development of a counter-
memory.

Digital ecologies introduce a further transformation. In the Ukrainian case, digital
platforms such as Incredible Women and Her War Story enable new forms of par-
ticipatory memory-making that bypass traditional institutional gatekeepers. These
initiatives not only preserve testimonies but actively construct new historical sub-
jects through multimedia narration. Yet, as Monica Ciobanu’s analysis of Romanian
digital memory shows, digital visibility does not guarantee emancipatory outcomes.
The Jurnalul Decretului project reveals how memories of reproductive violence under
state-socialist pro-natalist policies become sites of ideological contestation, mobilised
both for reproductive rights advocacy and for conservative, ‘anti-gender’ political
agendas. Digital memory thus emerges as an ecology of both democratiszation and
the dismantling of democratic principles.

Gender, nationalism, and coloniality

A third major thread that runs through this issue is the entanglement of gender with
nationalism and colonial power. Several contributions demonstrate that collective
memory is a key site where gendered hierarchies are naturalised through nationalist
and imperial narratives.

In Kosovo, the exclusion of women from national memory is structurally linked to
militarised nationalism, which foregrounds the figure of the male fighter as the pri-
mary embodiment of the nation. In Bulgaria, the narrative of ‘liberation’ operates
through gendered and affective tropes that recast geopolitical hierarchy in the familial
terms of protection and dependency. In both cases, gender functions as a symbolic
mechanism through which political domination is rendered legitimate.

These dynamics are further complicated by the postcolonial and decolonial per-
spectives applied in several contributions, particularly in the Ukrainian and Bulgarian
cases. Here, memory is framed as a site of interpretive sovereignty: the capacity to

| 91



GENDERAVYZKUM
Volume 27 e Number 1/ 2026 GENDER AND RESEARCH

narrate one’s own history becomes central to processes of decolonisation. The fig-
ure of the ‘'woman at war’, as proposed in the analysis of testimonies of Ukrainian
female combatants, emerges as a decolonial commemorative subject who disrupts
both imperial and nationalist frameworks of gendered memory.

Post-memory, intergenerational transmission, and temporal complexity

In this special issue we also foreground the temporal dimensions of memory, par-
ticularly through the concept of post-memory (Hirsch 2012). In the Romanian case,
the intergenerational transmission of trauma related to reproductive policies under
state socialism reveals how memory is shaped by both affective inheritance and con-
temporary political struggles. Similarly, the articles focused on Poland and Romania
demonstrate how experiences of state socialism are reactivated and reinterpreted by
subsequent generations, often in ways that are politically contested.

The issue’s focus on intergenerational transmission and alternative memory prac-
tices is further enriched by Rita Mller’s essay on the 1988 Mielno gathering and its
later theatrical re-enactment in Lesbian Sunset. By examining how queer histories
survive not through stable archives but through mediated recollection, performance,
and affective attachment, the essay challenges the notion that invisibility necessarily
implies absence. Instead, it reveals memory to be a dynamic ecology in which mean-
ings are continuously reactivated across time. The case of Mielno demonstrates how
queer engagements with the past can generate new forms of historical consciousness,
while simultaneously questioning established oppositions between past and present,
East and West, and identity and politics.

The temporal complexity of memory is further deepened in Roman DZambazovi¢'s
review of Olga Gyarfasova’s interviews with women from the independent scene in
Bratislava in late state-socialist Czechoslovakia. Here, memory becomes explicitly di-
alogical: the author engages in a parallel conversation with her younger self, blurring
the boundary between past and present subjectivities. This reflexive structure high-
lights memory not as transmission alone but as ongoing self-construction across time.

Architectures and ecologies of memory as epistemic struggle

Across these diverse contexts, a shared analytical insight emerges: memory is nei-
ther a stable archive nor a simple narrative of the past. Rather, it is a form of labour
conducted within material structures by both individual and collective actors. It is an
ensemble of architectures and ecologies of memory that organise epistemic authority,
political legitimacy, and social recognition. Within these architectures and ecologies,
gender operates as a key principle of differentiation, shaping who can be recognised
as a historical subject and under what conditions.
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This perspective allows us to move beyond a binary framework of remembering
and forgetting. The contributions show that women and queer people are not simply
excluded from memory; rather, they are often included in highly constrained forms
that limit their agency, such as symbolic motherhood, victimhood, or auxiliary labour.
Conversely, new forms of visibility — particularly those enabled by digital technologies
or grassroots archival practices — do not automatically dismantle existing hierarchies
of recognition.

Instead, memory is revealed to be a field of tension between epistemic repair and
epistemic regulation. On the one hand, feminist and decolonial practices seek to re-
store women'’s and queer people’s subjectivity as knowledge-producing agents. On
the other, nationalist, imperial, and illiberal frameworks continuously reshape the
memory landscape in ways that either reassert established hierarchies or produce
new forms of hierarchical social order.

Gendered memory as a site of political possibility: by way of
conclusion

The contributions to this special issue demonstrate that gender and memory intersect
not only at the level of representation but also at the level of epistemic and political
architectures and ecologies. By bringing together feminist memory studies, postco-
lonial and decolonial theory, epistemologies of injustice, and analyses of digital and
spatial memory, this issue offers an in-depth reflection on the politics of remember-
ing in East Central Europe. It is also the outcome of largely invisible mnemonic labour
over the course of more than a year and an invitation to further conversation.

Although this Special Issue is mostly devoted to East Central Europe, it also pro-
vides an opportunity to make global connections. As we have known for some time
now, a region is not a peripheral case, but rather a particularly revealing site through
which to understand the broader global transformations of how memory, gender,
and power intersect.

Clearly, memory has been reasserting itself as a very present and consequential
(even if volatile) arena of political life. Across the so-called global West, disputes over
monuments, historical curricula, war remembrance, and the legitimacy of competing
historical narratives have become central to political conflict.

Thus, memory has remained one of the most contested terrains of contemporary
politics, not only in terms of what is remembered, but also in terms of how remem-
bering itself is organised, authorised, and experienced. Feminist scholarship has long
shown that collective memory is never neutral: it is shaped by gendered hierarchies
of visibility, authority, and legitimacy. However, the contributions to this Special Issue
on the gender aspects of memory suggest that the stakes of memory are not ex-
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hausted by questions of inclusion or omission. Across diverse contexts in East-Central
and Southeastern Europe, memory emerges as a field of epistemic struggle in which
historical subjects are produced, regulated, and transformed.

Rather than treating memory as a repository of the past, the articles in this issue
examine it as a collection of distinctive architectures and ecologies of memory — ma-
terial, institutional, digital, and affective — through which gendered political and cul-
tural orders are continuously reproduced and contested.

These architectures and ecologies determine not only who is remembered, but
also who can be recognised as a knower, a political actor, or a legitimate subject of
history. They also influence how experiences travel across time, from lived experience
to intergenerational transmission, from private testimony to public commemoration,
and from embodied memory to digital circulation.
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Madarova, Zuzana, Sustové Drelova Agéta. 2026. Revisiting the Gender Politics of Memory:
Epistemic Struggles, Architectures, and Ecologies of Remembering in East Central Europe /
Nové pohlady na rodovu politiku pamati: epistemické zapasy, rdmce a priestory spominania
v stredovychodnej Eurépe. Gender a vyzkum / Gender and Research 27 (1): 3-24, https://doi.
org/10.13060/gav.2026.011.

V roku 2025 venovalo ¢eské Narodni muzeum samostatnu vystavu zivotu a odkazu
ucitelky, politicky, priekopnicky v zépase za prava zien a protifasistickej bojovnicky
Frantisky Plaminkovej (1875 — 1942). AZ do tejto vystavy bola pritomnost (alebo skor
absencia) jej pribehu vo verejnom priestore symptomaticka pre pristup kolektivnej
pamati k vyznamnym historickym aktérkam. Hoci ju feministické aktivistky prilezitost-
ne pripominali, Plaminkova zostavala pre oficidlne pamatové institlcie z velkej Casti
neviditelna. Vystava, ktord podnietil aj lokalizovany ,obrat k histérii Zien” (herstory
turn) v sti¢asnom vytvarani pamati (Pet6 2021), predstavovala milnik: muzeum siah-
lo mimo tradi¢ného suboru alegorickych muz a zenskych symbolov a Plaminkova sa
stala prvou historickou aktérkou, ktorej portrét vystavili na fasdde muzea. Ked' vsak
navstevnicky a navstevnici prechadzaju vystavou a oboznamuju sa so svedectvami
jej ziacok, s fyzickymi priestormi, kde pdsobilo hnutie za préava zien, a s Plaminkovej
spolupracovni¢kami doma i v zahranici, ukazuje sa, Ze narativna Struktdra vystavy ba-
lansuje na tenkej hrane. Na hrane medzi institucionalnou a kultdrnou poziadavkou na
pribeh o ,velkej osobnosti” s nuansovanejsim zobrazenim kolektivnej prace a identity.

Vystava nezobrazuje Plaminkovu ako izolovanu historickd hrdinku ¢i staticky vzor
pre stcasné politické zapasy za prava zien, jej zivot zasadzuje do kontextu SirSieho spo-
lo¢enského hnutia. Ako sa uvadza v jednom z textov vystavy: ,Frantiska Plaminkova
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ve svém Usili nebyla sama! Velmi dobfe si uvédomovala vyznam kolektivni organizo-
vané prace, vytvareni siti a zenské solidarity. Byla vedouci postavou a soucasti hnu-
t1." Tymto pristupom kuratorka a historicka Jitka Gelnarova spochybriuje paradigmu
osamelého, takmer individualistického historického protagonistu — ramec, v ktorom
sa Casto prezentuju nielen historicki aktéri, ale aj aktérky. Vystava navyse pozyva ve-
rejnost, najma pedagogicky a studentov, aby prehodnotili prevladajuci narativ, ktory
sa reprodukuje v historickych zdrojoch aj v kurikuldch: mytus, e v Ceskoslovensku
v roku 1918 Zeny ,dostali” volebné pravo a nemuseli sa on aktivne zasadzovat.

Vystava je silnym mnemotechnickym priestorom, v ktorom sa pribeh konkrétnej
historickej postavy stadva médiom na prerozpravanie dejin tak zenského hnutia, ako
aj jedného obdobia Ceskoslovenska. V tomto zmysle nadvézuje na teoretické ram-
ce, ktoré Linda Zerilli (2008) nacrtla v kontexte politickych vied a Joan Wallach Scott
(1986) v kontexte historiografie. Okrem toho, Ze vystava zviditelfiuje skisenosti Zien
tam, kde boli systematicky vytesfiované, a aktivne narisa dominantné kolektivne
spomienky na historické udalosti, zaroven spochybriuje tradi¢né normy viditelnosti
a signifikantnosti, pri¢com odhaluje samotné mechanizmy a procesy, prostrednictvom
ktorych sa konstruuje rodovo podmienena kolektivna pamat.

Toto tematické ¢islo je inspirované podobnym pristupom — uklada na seba rozne
vrstvy, ktoré moézu spolu sluzit ako intelektuélna, afektivna a geopolitickd mapa fe-
ministickych studii pamaéti v stredovychodnej Eurépe. Pozyvame vas, aby ste sa na
prechadzke tymto ¢islom zoznamili s réznorodymi pristupmi k mnemonickym prakti-
kam — od zviditelfiovania zabudnutych spomienok zien az po Strukturalnu kritiku his-
torickych udalosti, in3titdcii a metodolégii. Stretnete sa so snahou obohatit a rozréznit
histériu disidentského hnutia v Ceskoslovensku upriamenim pozornosti na $pecifika
posobenia zien v disente. Potom cesta povedie k analyze Strukturalnych mechaniz-
mov, ktorymi Stat utvara kolektivnu pamat a pritom vytesiuje podiel Zien na budo-
vani naroda v Kosove. Dalej sa dostavate ku kvir perspektive, ktora v prvom pripade
spochybriuje homofébny, nacionalisticky projekt v su¢asnom Madarsku cez aktivny
pristup k etnografickym archivom a v druhom pripade prehodnocuje koniec 80. rokov
v Polsku prostrednictvom divadelného predstavenia. Toto skimanie zdmerne stiera
hranicu medzi textovou analyzou a fyzickym priestorom. Okrem néavstev tradi¢nych
archivov, tanchazov (tane¢nych domov) a divadla vas pozyvame na sériu prehliadok
priamo v teréne. Jednou zo zastavok je kritické citanie pamatnika sovietsko-bulhar-
ského priatelstva vo Varne, kde rodovo kriticky pohlad osvetluje mocenské vztahy
a afektivnu ekonomiku socialistickej architektdry. Prechadzka pokracuje ulicami Buda-
pesti a podnecuje k premyslaniu nad emancipa¢nym potencidlom projektov mestskej
pamati, ktorych hlavnym cielom je zviditelnenie Zien.

Do tychto fyzickych priestorov je v¢leneny potencidlne demokratizujlci, no zaro-
veri velmi nestabilny ekosystém — digitalna sféra, ktora zarover presahuje ich hrani-
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ce. Tu sa stretnete s digitalnymi archivmi, ktoré dokumentuju skisenosti ukrajinskych
bojovni¢ok v prebiehajlcej vojne, a tym formuju stcasné, ale aj buduce spomienky
na Ucast Zien na obrane a budovani naroda. Prechadzka tematickym ¢islom vrcholi
skumanim digitalnych spomienok zdielanych na socialnych sietach, ktoré prerozpra-
vavaju obdobie $tatneho socializmu v Rumunsku po prijati dekrétu kriminalizujuceho
interrupcie; priblizuju historickd traumu, ktora obzvlast rezonuje v kontexte stcasnych
neliberdlnych snah o obmedzenie sexualnej a reprodukenej spravodlivosti.

Vsetky prispevky — pat recenzovanych ¢lankov, tri eseje a dve knizné recenzie —sa
vymanujl z rdamca, ktory presadzuje zjednodusujicu politiku zviditelfiovania. Hoci
ich spdja Usilie odhalovat skisenosti marginalizovanych alebo zabudnutych aktérok,
zaroven dokazuju, Zze samotna viditelnost nesta¢i na nartsanie a prehodnocovanie
uréovania historického vyznamu v zauzivanych rodovo zatazenych Strukturach. Pa-
mat sa tu ukazuje ako dynamicky priestor vyjednavania, v ktorom sa neustale formuje
a prehodnocuje uznanie, autorita a politicka prislusnost.

Pamdtové Studia z novej perspektivy

Presun taziska pozornosti od redistribUcie uznania a zviditelfiovania k odhalovaniu
procesov a logiky vytvarania pamati, kde je rod chapany ako klucovy Strukturujuci
princip, je jednym z hlavnych vyvojovych trendov, ktoré sa v uplynulych rokoch obja-
vili v oblasti pamatovych studii (pozri napr. Peté & Phoenix 2019; Dragojlovic, Quinan
2023; Gray et al. 2026). Dalsi stvisiaci trend presunul pozornost od toho, na ¢o sa
spomina, k samotnej forme spominania: $tudie ¢oraz CastejSie analyzuju, ako infras-
trukttra — v podobe priestoru, zvuku, narativneho sledu, emocionéalnej identifikacie
a afektivnych registrov — vytvara rodovo priznac¢né subjekty v rdmci statnych, social-
nych ¢i sexudlne vymedzenych hranic (Li 2023; O'Mahony 2024). S cielom pochopit,
spochybnit a prekonat tieto hranice zasahuju kvir a trans pristupy v pamatovych stu-
diach do prace usilujucej sa nanovo distribuovat uznanie a zviditelfiovat zabudnuté,
pricom ponukaju viacero podnetov na prehodnocovanie a preformulovanie archivoy,
temporalit aj vzdjomnych vztahov (Caliskan 2019, 2023; Dragojlovic, Quinan 2023).

Vyznamna Cast vedeckej literatdry chape pracu s pamatou ako klt¢ovu sucast me-
niacich sa politickych projektov, najma krajnej pravice a neliberalizmu (Peté 2021; Pet6,
Klacsmann 2025; Rosenfeld 2021). Rodovéa problematika sa tu stava cielom institu-
cionalnych Gtokov, ako aj kltcovou zlozkou 3irsej rekonstrukcie politického a spolo-
¢enského poriadku (Petd 2021). Hoci pracu s pamatou v tomto kontexte uskuto¢riu-
ju predovsetkym neliberalni aktéri ako sucast svojej stratégie a kazdodennej praxe,
rodovo podmienena praca s pamatou sa spaja aj s politickymi kontraverejnostami
a restorativnou spravodlivostou (Petd, Phoenix 2019). Teoretické uchopenie budova-
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nia pamati ako prace — hoci nejde o novy pristup — poskytuje tejto oblasti vyskumu
jazyk na uvaZovanie o tom, ako sa praca prezivsich, aktivisticka kuratorska ¢innost,
opatrovatelska praca ¢i stelesnené svedectva premiefiaju na trvald mnemotechnickd
hodnotu a néasledne sa institucionalizuju ako mnemotechnicky kapital (Allen 2016;
Reading 2010, 2016, 2019, 2021). Ako tvrdi Anna Reading (2019: 2): ,,Ci uz ide o pre-
sadzovanie prava ponechat si vlastné meno, vytvorenie pripomienky Zenského voleb-
ného prava, zmenu zoznamu vedeckych osobnosti tak, aby odrazal rodovu rovnost,
alebo o zviditelfiovanie a podporu vypovednosti spomienok na zneuZzivanie — vietky
tieto akty spominania, velké i malé, si vyzaduju vedomu kontrolu nad prostriedkami
spominania, kazdodennu investiciu mnemotechnickej prace a akumulaciu mnemo-
technickej hodnoty, aby sa vytvoril dlhodoby a trvacny mnemotechnicky kapital v jeho
rozmanitych podobach.” (2019: 2, vlastny preklad)

Ked' nadviaZzeme na tuto koncepciu mnemonickej prace, mézeme tvrdit, Ze autor-
ky tohto tematického cisla sa venuju dvojakej intervencii: skimaju procesy, okolnos-
ti a formy pésobenia réznych mnemonickych aktérov a aktérok, ako st umelkyne
v Polsku, disidentky v Ceskoslovensku, ludovi tane¢nici v Madarsku ¢i bojovnicky na
Ukrajine. Zaroven prispievaju k mnemonickej praci a potencidlne prehodnocuju vyz-
nam, ktory tieto spomienky nadobudaju vo verejnej a akademickej sfére.

V tomto zmysle dufame, Ze cesta nasho tematického ¢isla sa nekon¢i jeho vyda-
nim; naopak, chceme, aby zacalo novy zivot medzi ¢itatelmi, vedkynami, aktivistami
a Studentkami. Uvedomujeme si, Ze aj toto ¢islo vstupuje do akademickej sféry, ktoru
Strukturuju nerovné mocenské vztahy medzi Vychodom a Zapadom — ¢i globalnym
Severom, Juhom a ,,perifériou” —, do sféry, ktora je poznacena kolonialnymi prejavmi,
scientometriou a impakt faktormi, ako aj médnymi akademickymi klisé. Ako akade-
micky posobiace na Slovensku si dobre uvedomujeme, Ze otazky pamati su neodde-
litelné od otazok epistemickej autority. Aj preto dufame, Ze toto ¢islo bude cennym
prispevkom k rodovo zatazenému prerozdelovaniu mnemonického kapitéalu (Reading
2019). Ze sa takéto rozdelenie meni, je zrejmé z iniciativ in$pirativnych aktérok v ob-
lasti historie a pamati v stredovychodnej Eurdpe, ktoré pracujd v ramci vyskumnych
projektov ako , Dejiny feministického politického myslenia a diskurzov o pravach zien
v stredovychodnej Eurépe v rokoch 1929-2001" pod vedenim Zséfie Lérand ¢i |, Ex-
pertky a produkcia feministického poznania v povojnovej stredovychodnej Eurdpe
(1945-1989),” vedeny Anninou Gagyiovou a Nataliou Jarskou. Tieto nové archivy,
preklady zdrojov a prehodnocovanie akademického kanonu prispievaju k novym for-
mam pamati a ich globalnej institucionalizaci.

Zaroven feministické aktivistky v stredovychodnej Eurépe uz desatrocia vykonava-
ju mnemonickd pracu na lokalnej drovni, napriklad pri vytvarani projektov zamera-
nych na objavovanie histérie Zien (napr. Pamat Zien) alebo pri budovani, spravovani
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a rozsirovani feministickych kniznic a archivov. Tato praca je v sucasnosti ohrozena
neliberalnymi politickymi zasahmi, ako je to v pripade Kniznice Ji¥iny Siklovej, ktoru
prevadzkuje organizécia Gender Studies v Prahe v Ceskej republike, alebo v pripade
prvej a najvacsej feministickej kniznice na Slovensku, ktord prevadzkuje organiza-
cia ASPEKT v Bratislave. Aktualne politické kroky potvrdzuju, Ze mnemonicka praca
a prehodnocovanie toho, ¢o vieme o nasej spolo¢nosti a jej rodovom poriadku, stoja
v centre zaujmu nedemokratickych politickych projektov. V tomto kontexte je klucové
pochopit a prehodnotit rézne typy mnemonickych iniciativ.

Jedna z mnohych moznych interpretacii tematického ¢isla

Typy prispevkov uverejnenych v tomto Specidlnom ¢isle odrazaju vyssie opisanu ide-
ovl dynamiku v rdmci paméatovych $tudii. Ich ciefom je prehibit a rozsirit chapanie
rodovo $pecifickych mnemotechnickych postupov v stredovychodnej Eurépe i mimo
nej. Prispevky zaroven jasne prehodnocuju a reStrukturalizuju verejné a akademické
mnemonické polia. Ako jeden z moznych pristupov k tomuto tematickému ¢islu na-
vrhujeme citat prispevky v ramci Styroch tematickych osi: 1. Epistemicka nespravodli-
vost a zapas o uznanie; 2. R&mce a priestory pamati; 3. Nacionalizmus a kolonialita;
4. Postpamat a Casova dimenzia pamati.

Epistemicka nespravodlivost a zapas o uznanie

Jednym z hlavnych koncepcnych prepojeni celého cisla je problematika epistemicke;
nespravodlivosti (Fricker 2007), ktord chdpeme ako Strukturne popieranie historic-
kej subjektivity urcitych skupin a ich schopnosti prindsat a sprostredkivat poznanie.
V kontexte rodovo podmienenych spomienok tato nespravodlivost nespociva len vo
vyluceni z archivov ¢i historickych narativov, ale aj v spochybriovani hodnoty konkrét-
nych foriem prace, svedectiev a skisenosti.

Analyza Marty Edith Holeckovej o Ucasti zien v ¢eskoslovenskom disidentskom
hnuti okolo Charty 77 potvrdzuje, Ze Zeny neboli v tomto intelektudlnom a politic-
kom prostredi okrajovymi aktérkami, ale zohravali kltG¢ovu Ulohu v jeho fungovani
ako organizatorky, prekladatelky, redaktorky, archivéarky a tvorkyne neformalnych in-
telektualnych priestorov. Napriek tomu su ich prispevky v kdnonickej pamati disentu,
ktord uprednostriuje viditelné autorstvo a verejné vodcovstvo, nadalej nedostatoc¢ne
zastUpené. Domace ,,salény” organizované Zzenami sa tu javia ako alternativne epis-
temické priestory, v ktorych sa politicky a intelektudlny Zivot udrziaval mimo formal-
nych institucif.

Podobnu logiku epistemického vylucenia sledujeme aj v studii Ley Hensch o Koso-
ve, kde povojnova kultdra spominania vyzdvihuje postavu militarizovaného muzské-

| 18 |



> ~ GENDERAVYZKUM
> EDITORIAL GENDER AND RESEARCH

ho bojovnika za slobodu, zatial ¢o Zeny vtlaca do symbolickych uloh matiek naroda
alebo pasivnych obeti. Rozsiahla Gcast Zien na budovani naroda sa tak sice nepopiera
priamo a otvorene, ale je formulovana spdsobom, ktory historické aktérky zbavuje
schopnosti politicky konat (political agency).

Mariya Shcherbyna a Tetiana Havlin prenasaju tato argumentacnu liniu do aktual-
neho vojnového kontextu prostrednictvom analyzy narativov bojovnic¢ok v prebieha-
jucej ruskej vojenskej agresii v Ukrajine. Vyuzivaju koncept epistemickej napravy (Fric-
ker 2007), cez ktory zd6raznuju, ako mézu digitdlne mnemonické praktiky aktivne
rekonstruovat historicku subjektivitu zien v redlnom ¢ase. Ani tu vsak nie st uznanie
a mnemonicky kapital automatické: musia sa vybudovat prostrednictvom narativneho
zapasu so zakorenenym androcentrickym a imperialnym rezimom pamati.

Akademické snahy zamerané na epistemickd ndpravu su rekonstruované v recenzii
Marie Mokrej na kompendium Texts and Contexts from the History of Feminism and
Women'’s Rights: East Central Europe, Second Half of the Twentieth Century, ktoré zo-
stavili Zsofia Lorand, Adela Hincu, Jovana Mihajlovi¢ Trbovc a Katarzyna Stanczak-Wis-
licz. Mokra pontka medzigenerac¢né ¢itanie tejto feministickej intervencie do kdnonu
politického myslenia, pricom obnovuje stratené idey a intelektualne ramce a zaroven
poskytuje pohlad na proces formovania postpamati.

Ramce a prostredia paméti: pamatniky, ulice, archivy a digitalne platformy
Druhou kld¢ovou osou tohto ¢isla st podoby, rdmce a architektdra pamati (architec
tures, Bahloul 1996), ako aj rézne prostredia (ecologies, Brown, Hoskins 2010, Ho-
skins 2011), prostrednictvom ktorych sa pamat materializuje a $iri. Nejde o neutralne
»nosi¢e spomienok”, ale o aktivne systémy klasifikacie, vytvarania vyznamu a jeho
transformacie.

Esej Dafiny Nedelcheva, v ktorej analyzuje pamatnik bulharsko-sovietskeho pria-
telstva vo Varne, ukazuje, ze miesta pamati funguju ako pedagogické nastroje, ktoré
formuju citové vazby k historii. Pamatnik nielen pripomina ,oslobodenie”, ale aj au-
toritativne uci vnimat geopolitickd hierarchiu ako prirodzenu a ziaducu. Prostrednic-
tvom svojej mnohovrstvovej symbolickej Struktdry sa imperialne, statnosocialistické
a nacionalistické vyznamy hromadia a vytvaraju to, ¢o autorka opisuje ako palimpses-
tickd formaciu pamati. Pamat je tu reprezentovana ako neustale reaktivovany scenar,
ktory organizuje afektivitu, identitu a politickt subjektivitu.

Studia Rahel Turai o po(pre)menovavani ulic v Budapesti rozsiruje tuto infrastruk-
tarnu perspektivu o spravovanie mestskych priestorov. Nazvy ulic, ktoré pripominaju
socialistické aktérky, ako je Anna Koltdi, sa stavaju miestami neustaleho ideologického
vyjedndvania. Ich opakované vymazavanie a Ciasto¢né obnovovanie v ramci roznych
politickych rezimov odhaluju, ako verejn pamat urcuju administrativne postupy, ktoré
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urcité historické subjekt(k)y zviditelfiuju alebo zneviditeltuju v zavislosti od meniacej
sa politickej logiky. Ulica sa v tomto zmysle stéva archivom, do ktorého sa ukladaju
konkuren¢né hodnotové rezimy.

V eseji o ludovych tancoch v Madarsku skima Anisha Anantpurkar nejednoznacnu
Ulohu archivov. Na jednej strane st etnografické filmy prezentované ako technolégia,
prostrednictvom ktorej sa kon3truuje, stelesfiuje a odovzdéva predstava o ,idealnej
madarskosti”. Zaroveri viak tieto filmy slizia ako nastroje na spochybriovanie domi-
nantnych predstav o autenticite spojenej s etnonacionalizmmom, heteronormativitou
a kulturnou cistotou. Kreativne kvirovanie archivnych filmov ponuka reinterpretaciu,
ktord podporuje konstrukciu alternativnych identit, telesnu slobodu a rozvoj alterna-
tivnej pamati.

Digitalne ekosystémy prind3aju daldiu transformaciu. Ukrajinské digitalne platfor-
my ako Incredible Women alebo Her War Story umoZzfiuju nové formy participativ-
neho spominania, ktoré obchadza tradi¢nych institucionalnych strazcov. Tieto inicia-
tivy nielen uchovavaju svedectva, ale prostrednictvom multimedialneho rozpravania
tiez aktivne vytvaraju nové historické subjektky. Ako vsak ukazuje analyza digitalnej
pamati v Rumunsku od Monicy Ciobanu, samotna digitalna viditelnost nezarucuje
emancipac¢né vysledky. Projekt Jurnalul Decretului odhaluje, ako sa spomienky na
nasilie spojené s kriminalizaciou interrupcii v ramci Statnosocialistickej pronatalisticke;
politiky stavaju miestami ideologickych sporov, ktoré sa vyuzivaju tak na obhajobu
reproduk¢nych prav, ako aj na konzervativne, protirodové politické programy. Digi-
télna pamat sa tak javi ako prostredie, v ktorom méze dochadzat k demokratizacii
a zaroven k rozkladu demokratickych principov.

Rodova perspektiva, nacionalizmus a kolonialita

Tretia nosna linia tohto tematického ¢isla spaja rodovu perspektivu s nacionalizmom
a kolonialitou moci. Niekolko prispevkov poukazuje na to, Ze kolektivna pamat je
kld¢ovym priestorom, v ktorom sa rodové hierarchie naturalizuju prostrednictvom
nacionalistickych a imperialnych narativov.

V Kosove je systematické vylucenie zien z kolektivnej pamati prepojené s militari-
zovanym nacionalizmom, ktory do popredia stavia postavu muzského bojovnika ako
primarne stelesnenie naroda. V Bulharsku narativ ,,oslobodenia” funguje prostrednic-
tvom rodovo priznacnych afektivnych trépov, ktoré geopolitickd hierarchiu vyjadruju
v pojmoch ochrany a zavislosti. V oboch pripadoch mozno rod ¢itat ako symbolicky
mechanizmus, prostrednictvom ktorého sa politickd dominancia legitimizuje.

Vztah medzi rodom, nacionalizmom a imperializmom skimaju z postkoloniadlne;
a dekolonidlnej perspektivy tiez viaceré prispevky tematického ¢isla, najma ¢lanky
o Ukrajine a Bulharsku. Pamat sa tu vnima ako priestor interpretacnej suverenity:
schopnost rozpravat vlastnu histériu sa stava klt¢ovou sucastou procesov dekoloni-
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zacie. Postava ,zeny vo vojne”, ako ju nacrtdva analyza narativov ukrajinskych bo-
jovnicok, sa javi ako dekoloniélny subjekt, ktory nardsa imperidlne aj nacionalistické
ramce rodovo $pecifického spominania.

Postpamat, medzigeneracné odovzdavanie a ¢asova komplexnost
Zdo6raznit by sme chceli aj ¢asovy rozmer spominania, najma prostrednictvom kon-
ceptu postpamati (Hirsh 2012). Medzigeneracné odovzdavanie traumy, ktoré v pripa-
de Rumunska suvisi s prisnou reproduk¢nou politikou v obdobi $tatneho socializmu,
odhaluje, ako je pamat formovana nielen afektivnym dedicstvom, ale aj sucasnymi
politickymi zapasmi. Podobne prispevky z Polska a Rumunska ukazuju, ako nasleduju-
Ce generacie ozivuju a nanovo interpretuju skusenosti z obdobia $tatneho socializmu
sposobmi, ktoré su ¢asto politicky sporné.

Medzigeneracné odovzdavanie pamati a alternativne praktiky spominania nasve-
cuje esej Rity Muller o stretnuti lesbickych Zien v Mielne v roku 1988 a jeho neskor-
Som divadelnom stvarneni v predstaveni Lesbian Sunset. Autorka skuma, ako kvir
dejiny preZivaju v mediovanych spomienkach, performancii a afektivnych vazbach,
nie v tradi¢nych archivoch. Spochybnuje tak predpoklad, Ze neviditelnost nutne zna-
mena absenciu. Namiesto toho spristupriuje pamat ako dynamicky ekosystém, v kto-
rom sa vyznamy v priebehu ¢asu neustale ozivuju. Esej o Mielne odhaluje, ako mézu
kvir pristupy v praci s pamatou vytvarat nové formy historického vedomia a zaroven
spochybriovat zauzivané protiklady medzi minulostou a pritomnostou, Vychodom
a Zapadom ¢i identitou a politikou.

Na ¢asovu komplexnost spominania poukazuje aj Roman DZambazovic¢ v recenzii
knihy Ako sme Zili v rokoch normalizacie. Sociologi¢ka Olga Gyarfasova v nej prina-
$a rozhovory so Zenami z bratislavskej nezavislej sféry v obdobi neskorého statneho
socializmu v Ceskoslovensku. Pamét sa tu stava dialogickou, pricom autorka vedie aj
paralelny rozhovor so svojim mladsim ja, ¢im stiera hranice medzi subjektivitami minu-
losti a pritomnosti. Takato reflexivna Struktira zdéraznuje pamat nielen ako prenos,
ale aj ako neustale sebavytvaranie.

Podoby a ekosystém pamati ako sucast epistemického zapasu

V tychto r6znorodych kontextoch sa vynara spolo¢ny analyticky pristup: pamat nie je
ani stabilnym archivom, ani jednoduchym rozpravanim o minulosti. Je skér formou
prace, ktord vykonavaju individualne aj kolektivne aktérky v urcitych materialnych
ramcoch. Tato praca sa uskutocnuje v kontexte vnutornych Struktur i vzajomnych
vztahov a interakdif, ktoré spoluurcuju epistemicku autoritu, politickd legitimitu a spo-
lo¢enské uznanie. Rod tu funguje ako kltc¢ovy organizacny princip, ktory urcuje, kto
sa mdze stat historickym subjektom a za akych podmienok.
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Tento pohlad ndm umoziiuje prekrocit bindrny rdmec spominania a zabudania.
Prispevky ukazuju, ze Zeny a kvir osoby nie su z paméti jednoducho vylicené; ¢asto
su do nej zahrnuté vo velmi obmedzenych forméach (ako symbolické materstvo, po-
stavenie obete alebo pomocna praca), ktoré obmedzuju ich agenciu. Naopak, nové
formy viditelnosti — najma tie, ktoré umoznuju digitalne technoldgie alebo archivacné
praktiky zdola — automaticky nerozbiju existujice hierarchie uznania.

Pamat sa totiZ javi ako pole napdtia medzi epistemickou napravou a epistemickou
regulaciou. Na jednej strane sa feministické a dekolonidlne praktiky snaZia obnovit
subjektivitu zien a kvir oséb ako aktérok produkujucich vedomosti. Na druhej stra-
ne nacionalistické, imperiadlne a neliberdlne rdmce neustale pretvaraju krajinu pamati
sposobmi, ktoré bud' opatovne potvrdzuju zavedené hierarchie, alebo vytvaraju nové
formy hierarchického spolo¢enského poriadku.

Rodova pamét ako priestor politickych moznosti: na zaver

Prispevky v tomto Specidlnom cisle dokazuju, Ze rod a pamat sa prelinaju nielen na
Urovni reprezentdcie, ale aj na Urovni epistemickych a politickych Struktur a ekosys-
témov. Toto ¢islo spaja feministické Studie o pamati, postkolonidlnu a dekolonialnu
tedriu, epistemoldgie nespravodlivosti a analyzy digitalnej a priestorovej pamati, ¢im
ponuka komplexnu reflexiu o politike spomienok v stredovychodnej Eurépe. Zaroven
je vysledkom vacsinou neviditelnej, viac ako rok trvajucej mnemotechnickej prace
a pozvankou k dalsej diskusii.

Hoci sa toto ¢islo venuje prevazne stredovychodnej Eurépe, poskytuje aj prilezi-
tost na nadviazanie globalnych suvislosti. UZ nejaky Cas vieme, Ze tento region nie je
okrajovym pripadom, ale mimoriadne poucnym priestorom pre pochopenie $irsich
globalnych premien v tom, ako sa prelinaju pamat, rod a moc.

Je zrejmé, Ze pamat sa opat presadzuje ako velmi aktudlna a vyznamna (hoci ne-
stala) sféra politického Zivota. V rdmci takzvaného ,globdlneho Zapadu” sa spory
o pamatniky, u¢ebné osnovy dejepisu, spomienky na vojnu a legitimitu konkurenc-
nych historickych narativov stali Ustrednou sucastou politickych konfliktov. Pamat tak
zostava jednou z najspornejsich oblasti st¢asnej politiky, a to nielen z hladiska toho,
¢o sa pamatd, ale aj z hladiska toho, ako je samotné spominanie organizované, au-
torizované a prezivané. Feministicka vedecka literatdra uz dlho poukazuje na to, ze
kolektivna pamat nikdy nie je neutrélna: formuju ju rodové hierarchie viditelnosti, au-
tority a legitimity. Prispevky zhromazdené v tomto Specialnom ¢isle venovanom rodo-
vym aspektom pamati vsak naznacuju, ze vyznam pamati sa nevycerpdva otazkami
zaclenenia ¢i vynechania. V réznych kontextoch stredovychodnej a juhovychodnej
Eurdpy sa pamat javi ako pole epistemického zapasu, v ktorom sa vytvaraju, regulujd
a transformuju historické subjekty.
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Clanky v tomto ¢isle nepovazuju pamat za Gschoviiu minulosti, ale skimaju ju ako
sUbor charakteristickych ramcov a priestorov — materialnych, institucionalnych, digital-
nych a afektivnych —, ktoré neustéale reprodukuju a spochybriuju rodovo podmieneny
politicky a kulturny poriadok.

Tato architektura a ekosystém urcuju nielen to, na koho sa spomina, ale aj to, kto
moze byt uznany za nositelku poznania, politického aktéra alebo legitimnu historic-
ku subjektku. Formuju tiez spdsob, akym sa skisenosti prenasaju v ¢ase — od prezitej
skusenosti k medzigenera¢nému odovzdavaniu, od sukromného svedectva k verej-
nému spominaniu a od telesnej pamati k digitdlnemu Sireniu.
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Abstract: Women'’s history has long been marginalised in dominant narratives, with archives
and institutional memory omitting or minimising women'’s contributions. Recognising and
documenting women's roles across warfare, social movements, science, and culture is essen-
tial to shaping collective memory and challenging persistent gender bias. The digitalisation of
archives and memory practices has democratising potential, expanding accessibility, diversity,
and global engagement with women'’s histories. Online platforms transcend geographical
and institutional barriers, integrating testimonies and artefacts in multimedia formats that
foster inclusive, participatory representations of women’s experiences. In post- and decolo-
nial, postsocialist contexts, these tools create alternative spaces to contest state-controlled
historical discourses. In Ukraine, digital public history initiatives such as Incredible Women
(Gender Museum 2024) and Beading the Womantory (Gender Culture Centre 2025) recover
the contributions of marginalised women, while Invisible Battalion (2025) and Her War Story
(Gender Museum 2025b) document women's wartime experiences. Drawing on 25 testimo-
nies of women in or formerly involved in combat, we examine self-representation, identity,
and agency to explore how digitalised memory practices transform collective remembrance
and commemoration in the context of the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian war. We argue that
these digital narratives function as epistemic repair, reclaiming women’s subjectivity within
androcentric and imperial memory regimes, and propose the figure of the ‘woman at war’ as
a discursive and decolonial subject of commemoration.

Keywords: digitalised memory, women in combat, Russo-Ukrainian war
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‘We are writing the history of our country now. | want to leave a worthy trace.
Someday I will tell my grandchildren: your grandmother, Valkyriia, helped to fight
the enemy.’ Valentyna Zhelezko (52, ‘Valkyriia’) (Zhukovska 2025)

Women's history has long been marginalised in the dominant historiography, where
institutional archives and memory practices have systematically excluded or underrepre-
sented women'’s contributions to warfare, science, art, and culture (Bohachevsky-Cho-
miak 1995; Hagengruber 2020; Melman 1993; Sanchez Hernandez, Martos Garcia,
Lopez Navajas 2017; Shcherbina 2020). Ukrainian historian Martha Bogachevskaya-Kh-
omyak (1995) compared the history of women with traditional embroidery in white on
white: the metaphor is sad but accurate. Viewing human history through the lens of
a supposedly universal male experience produces a profound epistemic distortion: it
erases women's contributions from collective memory. Recognising and documenting
women's roles — whether in warfare, social movements, science, or culture — is crucial
for shaping a collective memory that is not just based on '‘Great Men' history (Billson,
Fluehr-Lobban 2005: 46), and for countering the gender biases that continue to influ-
ence contemporary societies.

These omissions have produced what Miranda Fricker (2007) conceptualises as epis-
temic injustice, a structural denial of women's status as knowers and historical agents.
Feminist historiography has consistently demonstrated that such absence is not a mere
oversight but the outcome of androcentric epistemologies that regulate what counts
as knowledge, whose voices are recorded, and which memories are institutionalised
(Hagengruber 2020). Within this framework, women become absent epistemic sub-
jects, marginalised both symbolically and materially in processes of knowledge pro-
duction and collective remembrance.

The digitalisation of historical records and memory practices has introduced what
Gerben Zaagsma (2023: 844) defines as ‘the democratizing potential of digitization’,
a transformative force that reshapes the politics of historical visibility and opens new
epistemic and methodological perspectives for recovering marginalised voices. From
a feminist perspective, digitisation redefines authority over historical knowledge and
challenges institutional monopolies of remembrance. Digital initiatives have begun to
reconfigure not only how women'’s experiences are documented and are remembered
but also the conditions under which marginalised voices gain epistemic visibility.

The digital turn in memory practices offers an opportunity to contest traditional ar-
chival hierarchies by enabling participatory and decentralised modes of remembering.
Digital archives, participatory databases, and crowdsourced storytelling platforms make
it possible to address archival exclusions by making women'’s histories (through text,
video, oral recordings, podcasts, interactive maps, etc.) more accessible, diverse, and
publicly engaged across national borders (Noiret 2018; Robinson 2018). At the same
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time, they contest the androcentric logic of traditional historiography by granting agen-
cy to rediscovered voices: narrators, witnesses, researchers, artists, and activists. This
shift from institutionalised hierarchic commemoration to participatory digital memory
practices has particular significance in post-colonial and post-socialist contexts, where
state-controlled historical narratives have long subordinated or distorted women'’s roles
(Bogachenko, Oleinikova 2023; Koobak, Tlostanova, Thapar-Bjorkert 2021; Tlostanova,
Mignolo 2012).

For feminist and postcolonial scholarship, the digital environments represent both
an epistemic and political shift: they decentralise authority and integrate oral histories
and affective testimonies, while foregrounding previously silenced experiences. Digi-
tal practices perform both an epistemic and social function: decentralise the produc
tion of knowledge and create transnational networks of memory beyond institutional
boundaries. In the post- and decolonial contexts of Eastern Europe in particular, digital
memory projects become counter-archives, spaces where silenced or suppressed expe-
riences can challenge official versions of the past become visible (Koobak, Tlostanova,
Thapar-Bjorkert 2021). However, the democratising promise of digital memory and
inclusion remains uneven, as the internet and digital realm are susceptible to manip-
ulation and misrepresentation by both human actors and algorithms (Esposito 2017).
Moreover, as scholars of post-colonial and post-socialist feminisms argue, digitisation
does not automatically dismantle hierarchies; rather, it often reconfigures them with-
in new sociotechnical forms (Adair, Nakamura 2017; Petkova 2025; Ponzanesi 2020).

Ukraine, long positioned within the ‘internal colony’ of the Russian and Soviet imperi-
al knowledge systems (Bogachenko, Oleinikova 2023; Tlostanova 2024; Tlostanova, Mi-
gnolo 2012), provides a particularly illustrative case, where the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian
war has generated new forms of feminist public history and digital commemoration.
The erasure of women from official historiography, especially from military and polit-
ical narratives, has been both a colonial and patriarchal process. In response, digital
initiatives have been developed that reconstruct women'’s historical presence through
participatory, community-based storytelling. The Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine
in 2022 has further intensified the urgency of these digital practices. Women's partic-
ipation in the war as soldiers, medics, and volunteers has challenged traditional gen-
dered boundaries. Simultaneously, digital platforms have become central arenas for
documenting, commemorating, and archiving their experiences in real time to confront
male-dominated military memory in national mythmaking. Through digital platforms,
these projects transform private narratives into public memory, making visible the mul-
tiplicity of women'’s roles in wartime Ukraine. Initiatives such as the Invisible Battalion
(Invisible Battalion 2025), Sestry (2025), Incredible (Gender Museum 2024), Beading
the Womantory (Shcherbina 2020), and Herstory of the War (Gender Museum 2025)
exemplify the emergence of digital public history in Ukraine as a feminist epistemic
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practice and demonstrate how digital practices reclaim women'’s visibility within col-
lective memory.

In this contribution we address the problem of women's historical marginalisation
and the persistent invisibility of female experiences within national and military narra-
tives. We focus on the Ukrainian context amid the Russo-Ukrainian war while ana-
lysing women'’s digital war testimonies. Drawing on 25 publicly available testimonies
of Ukrainian women involved in combat in the ongoing war, we explore how digital
media and feminist memory initiatives contribute to the reconfiguration of collective
memory and to the emergence of new subjects of commemoration. The analysis sit-
uates these narratives within broader discussions of collective memory, post-socialism
and post-coloniality, digital memory, and feminist historiography to examine how the
digital turn transforms both the forms and the agents of remembrance. According-
ly, we ask: How does the digitalisation of historical memory transform the forms and
gendered subjects of commemoration, particularly in decolonial wartime Ukraine? By
addressing this question, we aim to show how feminist digital memory practices chal-
lenge epistemic injustice and hierarchies, while producing new, participatory spaces of
remembrance that redefine what and who is considered worthy of historical record.

We begin by outlining the theoretical and epistemological framework of our study,
focusing on the mechanisms of collective memory and drawing on post-socialist and
post-colonial perspectives and the concepts of epistemic injustice and epistemic reflex-
ivity. In the second section, we situate the Ukrainian case within broader debates on
the digital democratisation of historical knowledge production and feminist memory
practices, identifying how digital platforms transform the politics of remembrance.
Building on this, we examine key feminist public history initiatives and war-related
projects, such as Invisible Battalion, HerStory of the War, and Sestry, as case stud-
ies, which exemplify the emergence of digital counter-archives in wartime Ukraine.
The dedicate the third section to our empirical study titled Women’s Testimonies in
Combat, where we analyse self-representation, belonging, agency, and memory as
dimensions of epistemic repair and women'’s visibility. Finally, we conceptualise the
figure of a ‘woman at war’ as a discursive and epistemic subject that reconfigures
the gendered politics of commemoration, highlighting implications for feminist and
postcolonial historiography in digital contexts.
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Collective memory: invisibility, epistemic injustice, and
postcoloniality

Collective memory and history

Julia Kristeva (2002: 3) conceived of memory as hyperbole — an emotional, linguistic,
and psychic intensification rather than a reproduction of events from the past. From
this perspective, memory is never recollection; it is always mediated through present
standpoints, technological settings, and collective framing. Elena Esposito (2002)
similarly understood memory as a system of mediation grounded in the communica-
tive technologies available to each society. She argued that collective memory and
its preservation depend on the material infrastructures of communication — from
non-phonetic writing and the alphabet to the press and digital media — each shap-
ing memory's outreach, form, and interpretation. As she wrote: ‘Memory is simul-
taneously past and present, subjective and objective, personal and uncontrollable,
remembering and forgetting — and in any case, one side of the distinction constitutes
the condition for the existence of the other’ (Esposito 2002: 12). In other words, mem-
ory exists through temporal tension: It operates in the present while negotiating the
meanings of the past. As Esposito emphasised, the revision of historical narratives
can only be understood from the present: ‘Memory inevitably always operates only
in the present’ (2002: 31).

Esposito’s ideas resonate with Norbert Elias's (1988) reflections of social time: The
past, present, and future are relational concepts rather than fixed entities. He de-
scribed the simultaneous presence of all three temporal dimensions in human con-
sciousness (Elias 1988: 99). Like Chinese boxes, these dimensions emerge from and
fold back into one another, since ‘[the] future of today is the present of tomorrow,
and the present of today is the past of tomorrow’ (Elias 1988: 98). Grasping these
shifting perspectives means acknowledging the fluidity of time, which shapes gen-
erational experiences and collective memories.

From the standpoint of the present — as the authors of this article positioned with-
in the realities we analyse — our epistemic decisions and reflexivity in memory pro-
duction, our choice of research themes, and the selection of case studies shape the
past (the present of today and the past of tomorrow) through the voices we choose
to preserve, remember, and commemorate, thereby projecting them into the future.
In the context of Ukraine's defensive war against Russia’s imperial aggression and
necropolitics, this relationship between past and present is particularly visible. Mem-
ory practices here are not merely commemorative but actively reconstructive — they
reclaim suppressed narratives and reinterpret history and past events through post-
colonial and postsocialist lenses, which we discuss below. History, as institutional-
ised collective memory through scholarship and systematic preservation, is shaped
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by epistemic asymmetries and is selective by nature. As Janer M. Fluehr-Lobban and
Carolyn Mancini Billson (2005: 46) noted, ‘[t]he conceptualization of change and
culture were constructed by early sociologists and anthropologists, most of whom
were Western males. The same is true for historians and philosophers’. According to
these authors, this androcentric bias manifests as the ‘Great Men'" theory of history,
in which progress and transformation are attributed to powerful male figures, while
women’s contributions have remained marginal or invisible. Our article seeks to make
a modest contribution towards changing this.

Women as absent epistemic subjects
The systematic omission of women from archives and canonical historiography ex-
emplifies epistemic injustice, a concept articulated by Miranda Fricker (2007). She
described such injustice as harmful because it ‘strikes at a person’s standing as a
subject of knowledge — a capacity essential to human value’ (Fricker 2007: 5). With-
in historiography, this harm occurs when women'’s voices are excluded, discredited,
or rendered unintelligible. Fricker distinguished two interrelated forms of epistemic
injustice. Testimonial injustice occurs when prejudice undermines the credibility of
a speaker, causing her testimony to be undervalued (Fricker 2007: 17). In historical
terms, testimonial injustice is institutionalised through selection processes, canon
formation, and the systematic privileging pf male-authored accounts while marginal-
izing women'’s narratives. Women are thus constituted as absent epistemic subjects.
Hermeneutical injustice, on the other hand, denotes a deeper structural failure —
the absence of interpretive frameworks to comprehend marginalised experiences.
This form of injustice occurs when ‘some significant area of one's social experience
is obscured from collective understanding owing to a structural identity prejudice
in the collective hermeneutical resource’ (Fricker 2007: 155). Within historical dis-
course, this means that even when women speak, the conceptual and institutional
means to interpret their experiences as historically meaningful are lacking. Together,
testimonial and hermeneutical injustices generate a recursive cycle (Fricker 2007).
Discredited testimony leads to absence from archives; absence from archives limits
interpretive vocabularies; limited vocabularies, in turn, disqualify future testimony. This
cycle results not only in women'’s historical invisibility but also in collective epistemic
loss. What is excluded from the archive cannot circulate as knowledge, and the very

! A contemporary example of this narrative condensation can be seen in the wartime myth of the ‘Ghost
of Kyiv'. Although this figure circulated as a legendary male fighter pilot, the Air Force later clarified that
it was a collective image of several Ukrainian pilots, including Kharkiv-born fighter pilot Andrii ‘Juice’
Pilshchykov, defending the capital. In this sense, the narrative transformed a plural military effort into a
singular heroic male symbol of resistance (Kopytko 2024).

| 30 |



N\ GENDERAVYZKUM
/\V STATI / ARTICLES GENDER AND RESEARCH

definition of ‘history’ becomes skewed towards the dominant perspectives (Billson,
Fluehr-Lobban 2005: 46).

Fricker's ethical response to such injustice, which we instrumentalise in our con-
tribution, lies in cultivating reflexive critical awareness — a practice of examining and
counteracting prejudice within our epistemic institutions and in knowledge produc-
tion. Applied to historiography, this entails reconstructing the credibility economy of
historical knowledge, making space for marginalised voices not as supplements but
as constitutive epistemic agents. In this process, women'’s history becomes an act of
epistemic reclamation: it restores testimony as a legitimate source of historical author-
ity and re-inscribes women's experiences as integral to collective memory.

Our study, dedicated to Ukrainian women in active duty and combat, helps us to
exercise Fricker’s reflexive critical awareness. Current Ukrainian narratives of war and
resistance to Russia’s imperial aggression are often shaped (including in Western
European scholarship) through the figures of Ukrainian refugees — predominantly
women with dependent children — and men of the battlefield. Our work intervenes
by studying and presenting the marginalised accounts of women engaged directly in
combat and active service. This allows us to reach the critical point at which the ‘oth-
er’, the marginalised other, becomes a historical, political, and epistemic subject. Who
defines what is worthy of preservation? Whose experiences, voices, and testimonies
achieve the status of history? These questions help us to underscore the politics of
remembrance. Women'’s history thus emerges not merely as an archival endeavour
but as an ethical and epistemological project in the making. By dedicating our study
to the testimonies of women in combat and on the battlefield, we strive to transform
absence into agency and marginality into subjectivity. In analysing women's contri-
butions to the defence of Ukraine, we affirm their right to be remembered and en-
gage them as active participants in memory-making rather than as its silent objects.

Postcolonial and postsocialist knowledge and memory

To fully assess our case studies, we engage postcolonial and postsocialist perspec-
tives. The colonisation and occupation of Ukraine, both in the past and present, have
concerned not only control over territories but also control over systems of knowledge
and memory (Hundorova 2024). As Tlostanova and Mignolo (2012: 26) have argued,
the coloniality of knowledge represents a persistent structure of domination that out-
lives formal colonialism. It shapes how knowledge is produced, in which language it
circulates, and how it is validated and transmitted, privileging hegemonic epistemic
norms as universal and neutral.

Homi K. Bhabha (2007 [1994]: 245) described postcolonial critique as a response
to ‘the unequal and uneven forces of cultural representation involved in the context
for political and social authority within the modern world order’. Such perspectives
emerge from the testimonies of colonised peoples and marginalised minorities — as in
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the case of Ukrainian women in combat, whose voices are positioned at the intersec-
tions of resistance and domination. In Ukraine, an Eastern European and post-Soviet
country, the postsocialist condition complicates this dynamic. The region has long
existed between various (geo-)political impacts (Hrytsak 2004) and remains shaped
by internalised hierarchies between Eurasian (Russian) and Western epistemic author-
ities. Thus, the coloniality of knowledge operates not only as what Tlostanova calls
a 'modern syndrome’ referring to modernity as an epistemic regime (2015: 39), but
also as a historical one — the struggle for the right to one’s own history, continually
denied by imperial narratives. These dynamics render alternative epistemologies mar-
ginal within dominant knowledge systems.?

This coloniality persists in the post-Soviet world, where epistemic infrastructures
remain shaped by imperial and socialist legacies. Epistemic modernity here developed
alongside epistemic coloniality — the colonisation of thought through the absorption
or rejection of non-Western knowledge. Reclaiming epistemic agency and subjectivity
requires, as Fricker (2007) suggested, reflexive critical awareness, and in Tlostanova’s
(2015: 40) terms, epistemological self-reflexivity: the ability to look at the world ‘from
the position of our own origins, lived experiences, and education’, while treating
Eurasian and Western knowledge production not as models to follow but as objects
open to critique. In this context, it is worthwhile to reflect on our positionalities as
an analytical outcome of epistemological self-reflexivity. We were both born during
the late socialist period in Soviet Ukraine, and our schooling and higher education
took place amid the turbulent transition period in the 1990s and 2000s. These years
were marked not only by Ukraine’s transition to independence but also by a broad-
er shift from totalitarianism to democracy (with authoritarian tendencies at times),
from a planned to a market economy, from internationalist rhetorics to nation-state
logics, and from state-controlled and censored academia to the neoliberal logic of
(surviving) universities. We were professionally socialised in Odesa (TH/Tetiana Hav-
lin) and Kharkiv (Mariya Shcherbyna/MS and TH) — regions of Ukraine deeply shaped
by Russian coloniality. Russian functioned as a prestigious and dominant language
in everyday communication, education, the arts, and popular culture. Although the
Russian Empire and later the USSR had formally collapsed, we nonetheless internal-
ised Russian colonial knowledge through these cultural and linguistic structures. In-
dependently, we both entered the fields of gender and memory studies — a rapidly

2 The current Russian official justification for its genocidal and ecocidal war against Ukraine relies on
claims of so-called historical ties, rooted in the periods of the Russian imperial and later Soviet occupation
of Ukraine. This colonial rhetoric and the instrumentalisation of historical narratives constitute a central
element of contemporary Russian politics — or, more precisely, in Achille Mbembe's terms (2003),
necropolitics.
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developing area in Ukraine in the early 2000s — through academic work (our disser-
tations and publications) and activism (MS's involvement in the Gender Museum)
(Havlin 2015, 2019, 2026; Shcherbina 2020; Shcherbyna 2025; Strelnyk, Shcherbyna
2023). Emerging from Western feminist epistemologies, this engagement became a
path towards our feminist, postcolonial, and postsocialist reflexive awakening. Our
institutional experiences within West European and American higher education (TH
over a decade and MS in recent years) have compelled us to interrogate the roles
of Western and Eurasian (particularly Russian) dominant epistemologies in our pro-
fessional development and self-positioning (Shcherbyna, Havlin 2025). Within this
framework, our present co-authored article, dedicated to the testimonies of female
active-duty soldiers in Ukraine’s defensive war, represents not only an effort to restore
their epistemic subjectivity but also an attempt to reclaim our own.

In doing so, we aim not only to decolonise patriarchal and hegemonic knowledge
but also to reimagine its purposes by transforming mechanisms of exclusion in the
context of historical memory, remembrance, and commemoration. Ukraine’s case
exemplifies the emergence of post-Soviet and postsocialist subjectivities shaped by
the long shadow of various empires — Russian, Soviet, Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman,
and Polish—Lithuanian Commonwealth. The departure from the youngest empire (the
USSR) did not simply mark political independence; it initiated a complex process of
re-subjectivation within structures still permeated by Russia’s imperial syndrome (Pain
2016: 69). In this context, postcolonial practices — acts of remembering, resisting,
fighting against, and reclaiming — function as strategies of resilience and survival from
epistemic erasure and coercion. They are ways of asserting agency, where the choice
to resist colonisation becomes an act of reclaiming subjectivity long denied. As Irina
Zherebkina (2006: 200) observed, subjectivity is tied to the possibility of choice: ‘the
era of totalitarianism is based not on others choosing for us, but rather on the fact
that we are compelled to subjectivize ourselves through the structure of a coercive
choice, whether we want it or not. Its most extreme form is precisely the choice we
do not wish to make’. Ukrainian subjectivities today emerge from precisely this terrain
— resisting Russia’s attempt to impose its coercive choice on Ukraine and its people.
The choice of women in combat, the focus of our analysis, is to protest and fight —
against renewed imperial violence, against epistemic asymmetries, and against invis-
ibilities. Their acts constitute both a political and existential act of survival, resilience,
and recovery. On the battlefield and beyond, they transform coercive conditions into
acts of agency, turning choice itself into a postcolonial practice of self-assertion, sur-
vival, and the redefinition of freedom. In this way, they shape their present, claim the
right to interpret their past, and envision their future. Women on the frontlines — as
soldiers, as volunteers, and as mothers bringing their children to safety — assert their
right to visibility and participation in defining the present, past, and future.
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As Bignall (2010: 131) suggested, ‘[c]entral to the creation of a postcolonial concept
of agency is the need to reconsider the nature of power and desire, which together
constitute the conditions and the impetus for social action’. To move beyond colo-
niality requires introducing a historical discontinuity — a break with inherited logics
of mastery and reconciliation. Postcolonial agency and subjectivities, then, are not
defined by the desire to dominate or appropriate the Other but by the capacity to
create new forms of sociability and ethical relations. In this light, the work at inter-
section of memory and postcoloniality becomes a site of epistemic struggle. The in-
ner colonisation of memory (Bogachenko, Oleinikova 2023) — the internalisation of
imperial narratives — can be undone only by recognising alternative digital archives,
oral histories, real-time testimonies and embodied practices as legitimate knowledge
sources. Such recognition transforms memory from an object of study into a political
act: a practice of epistemic justice that restores silenced subjects to the narrative of
action, humanity, and reflexive acknowledgment. In this context, the digital sphere
emerges as a crucial site for reclaiming epistemic agency and countering imperial
erasures. The following section explores how the digital turn intersects with feminist
memory practices, focusing on Ukrainian initiatives that preserve testimonies of the
past, shape the present, and envision the future.

Ukrainian digital feminist memory initiatives

The digital initiatives discussed below can be understood as forming an evolving
ecosystem of feminist digital memory in Ukraine. Within this ecosystem, platforms,
activist archives, and media outlets document and circulate women'’s wartime expe-
riences. Some initiatives reconstruct women's historical visibility, while others collect
testimonies of women affected by the war. Together, these platforms contribute to
the formation of a distributed digital memory environment in which women's experi-
ences of war, displacement, and civic participation are recorded, mediated, and made
publicly accessible. Several Ukrainian initiatives have sought to address the historical
invisibility of women through feminist public history projects. For example, the in-
ternational artistic memory project Beading the Womantory (Gender Culture Centre
2025; Shcherbyna 2020) reinterprets beadwork as a medium of feminist historical
storytelling, bringing together 35 artists from 9 countries to visualise women'’s histor-
ical contributions, while the project Incredible presents a digital collection dedicated
to influential Ukrainian women from science, culture, and public life. Both initiatives
contribute to restoring women'’s presence in historical narratives. In the following
examples, we approach the figure of a woman at war as an epistemic and discursive
subject in digital counter-archives, a locus where gendered memory and militarised
citizenship intersect.
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Launched in 2015 during the Russo-Ukrainian war, Invisible Battalion emerged as
a digital advocacy and research initiative aimed at restoring the visibility of women
serving in the Ukrainian Armed Forces in a context of institutional erasure. Combining
sociological research, documentary storytelling, and digital campaigning, the project
documented the structural invisibility of women soldiers, who were frequently regis-
tered in non-combat positions despite serving on the frontline. The initiative played
a significant role in public debates on gender equality in the military and contributed
to the legislative reform of 2018 that granted equal rights to women and men in the
Ukrainian Armed Forces. Over time, Invisible Battalion has evolved into a broader digital
platform addressing issues such as veterans' reintegration, trauma, and sexual harass-
ment in the military, while continuing to document women’s wartime experiences. In
this sense, the initiative functions as a living digital archive that connects feminist knowl-
edge production with institutional change and public memory (Invisible Battalion 2025).

Another important initiative within Ukraine’s feminist digital memory ecosystem is
HerStory of the War (Gender Museum 2025), a digital storytelling and archival project
developed by the Centre for Gender Culture in Kharkiv and hosted by the Museum
of Women'’s and Gender History. Launched in 2023, the project collects and curates
testimonies of Ukrainian women whose lives have been transformed by Russia’s full-
scale invasion, including soldiers, medics, volunteers, journalists, and displaced civil-
ians. The online platform presents these accounts through a multimedia exhibition
integrating texts, images, and audio materials, thereby creating an open digital ar-
chive of women’s wartime experiences. By foregrounding women as witnesses and
historical agents, HerStory of the War challenges the traditional gendered monopoly
over war memory and contributes to the preservation and dissemination of women'’s
voices in the public sphere.

The international online magazine Sestry ('Sisters’ in Ukrainian) was launched in
2023 in response to the mass displacement caused by Russia’s full-scale invasion
(Sestry 2025). Based in Warsaw and produced by Ukrainian and Polish women jour-
nalists, the platform provides a transnational digital space for reporting, essays, and
first-person testimonies documenting women's experiences of war and exile. The
section ‘Stories’ features narratives of women soldiers, medics, journalists, and dis-
placed civilians, combining journalistic documentation with digital storytelling. Al-
though women's perspectives are central, the project also features materials about
male protagonists and gender-mixed contexts. In this way, Sestry functions both as
a media outlet and as a repository of testimonies that record women'’s wartime ex-
periences for a transnational audience.

Alongside feminist digital initiatives, several Ukrainian media outlets have also de-
veloped series documenting women'’s participation in the war. ELLE Ukraine launched
the rubric ‘Women at the Front’ in 2024, featuring interviews and photo-portraits
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of women officers, medics, and volunteers. Similarly, the platform Ukrainky.com.
ua publishes biographical narratives and analytical materials highlighting Ukrainian
women'’s contributions in the military, civic, and humanitarian fields. Together, these
initiatives form a broader ecosystem of digital feminist memory documenting wom-
en’s experiences of the ongoing war.

The testimonies analysed in this study were drawn from SESTRY, Ukrainky.com.ua,
and a range of Ukrainian media outlets including Suspilne, BBC Ukraine, Elle Ukraine,
and others. A full list of sources is provided in Table 1 in the appendix.

Methodological considerations

Based on grounded theory methodology and its principles of flexible research de-
sign, our study examines how women serving as active duty soldiers participate in
Ukraine’s defence on the battlefield against the ongoing Russian imperialist war.? We
analyse how, in the context of active service, these women construct subjectivity,
agency, and practices of remembering through publicly accessible digital narratives
and emerging textual testimonies. Our aim is not only to identify recurring rhetor-
ical structures but also to explore how narrators construct agency, belonging, and
memory within the constraints of media formats and socio-political expectations of
heroism. Since our sample consists of women in active duty, we explicitly approach
‘women at war’ as a discursive figure produced at the interconnection of heroism,
care, and professional competence. Rather than reproducing traditional war mythol-
ogies, we trace how these narratives challenge masculinist heroic templates by nor-
malising women’s professional soldiering and life-saving practices, echoing earlier
efforts (Alexievich [1984] 2018).

Methodologically, we treat these testimonies as elements of a feminist digital
counter-archive, where epistemic injustice is actively negotiated through self-rep-
resentation rather than passively recorded. Following Zaagsma’s notion (2023) of
‘the democratizing potential of digitization” and Robinson’s (2018) concept of digital

3 In this article we describe the initial analytical stage of a broader research project that applies ground-
ed theory methodology according to Juliet Corbin and Anselm L. Strauss (1990, 2015) as well as Kathy
Charmaz (2014, 2017). The analysis we present here should therefore be understood as a pilot phase fo-
cusing on open coding and the identification of preliminary analytical categories derived from a corpus
of testimonies. Within the logic of grounded theory, theory construction is expected to emerge through
iterative processes of data collection, theoretical sampling, and constant comparison until theoretical
saturation is reached (Glaser, Strauss 2006 [1967]: 61). As we are still expanding our empirical corpus
and the theoretical sampling (ibid.: 45) has not yet been completed, with the present study we do not
aim to formulate a fully developed grounded theory. Rather, we identify emerging analytical categories
that will inform the subsequent stages of theory building in the larger project on gender roles in war-
time Ukraine between everyday practices and digital performativity.
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memory as a participatory practice, we approached these narratives as both epis-
temic and commemorative acts — instances where women claim the right to narrate
the war from within.

Sampling and selection criteria

Our study relies on an empirical corpus comprising twenty-five publicly available dig-
ital testimonies documenting women’s participation in the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian
war. These testimonies include interviews and biographical profiles published between
2022 and 2025 across feminist digital initiatives as well as in selected Ukrainian me-
dia. These narratives portray women serving as combat-adjacent personnel, frontline
medics, and paramedics engaged in military actions since 2014.

The testimonies included in this corpus originate from different mediated contexts
of digital publication, including journalistic interviews in Ukrainian media and narra-
tives curated within feminist digital memory. As narratives produced by women di-
rectly involved in military service, they also constitute war testimonies, recounting the
lived experiences of the ongoing Russian war against Ukraine. While these formats
differ in their editorial and curatorial practices, in both cases the narratives appear
as mediated forms of first-person testimony rather than independently authored ac-
counts. From the perspective of epistemic injustice (Fricker 2007), such testimonies can
be understood as instances in which historically marginalised epistemic subjects claim
authority over narrating their own wartime experiences. Many of these narratives are
collected within initiatives explicitly aimed at documenting women'’s participation in
the war, and therefore function as elements of emerging feminist counter-archives
that seek to restore women'’s visibility in historical memory. At the same time, once
these narratives enter digital platforms, they become part of what Zaagsma (2023: 9)
describes as the politics of digitisation, where the selection and circulation of digital
materials shape which stories about the past become visible. In this sense, the ana-
lysed testimonies function simultaneously as personal accounts of the Russian war in
Ukraine and as mediated contributions to the emerging digital memory of the war.

Although women'’s role in the Ukrainian Armed Forces has significantly expanded
during the ongoing war (Radio Svoboda 2025), their public representation remains
marginalised and gendered. Women in active duty must continually negotiate vis-
ibility and legitimacy while confronting persistent stereotypes that question their
competence and aauthority (Khromeychuk 2018; Martsenyuk 2023). Research and
field testimonies repeatedly note that women in military roles face a double burden:
they must demonstrate professional excellence in a masculinised institution while
navigating everyday microaggressions, scepticism, and at times open discrimination.

This structural ambivalence makes their self-narration both politically and epistemi-
cally significant. In this context, digital platforms provide a space where women artic-
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ulate their experiences and negotiate belonging and agency within a militarised envi-
ronment. In our sampling procedures we were guided by following selection criteria:

1. Explicit self-identification and self-representation as active duty in combat or med-
ical capacity in the form of first-person voice through direct quotation, narrated
monologue, or identifiable narrator.

2. Our access to the full content of the testimony in open-access digital archives (pro-
ject websites or media portals) published in the period between 24.2.2022 and
30.9.2025 (i.e., from the beginning of the full-scale war)

A composed corpus thus represents a hybrid zone between self-representation, jour-
nalism, activism, and digital heritage; a zone where women's lived experiences in-
tersect with practices of public memory production. The analysed materials were
selected according to the principles of theoretical sampling (Birks, Hoare and Mills
2019: 4). Open coding yielded four analytical categories: self-representation, iden-
tities and belonging, agency and mission, and memory and continuity. These cate-
gories informed the subsequent stages of analysis and will be further developed as
the empirical corpus expands. We exclude visual artefacts and private social media
posts to ensure comparability. The mentioned above selected digital initiatives such
as Invisible Battalion, HerStory of the War, and Sestry, we recognise as central nodes
in Ukraine's evolving digital memory ecosystem and exemplify curated public femi-
nist remembrance. They frame women not as objects of reportage but as authorised
narrators of war.

Open coding procedures

Prior to the open coding procedures (Corbin, Strauss 1990: 423), we asked how wom-
en in active duty are positioned themselves within dominant war discourses in relation
to combat, sacrifice, authority, and competence. We also explored how their speech
acts recalibrate the gendered intelligibility of soldiering while situating testimonies in
the institutional and historical context of wartime Ukraine and postcolonial memory
regimes. Open coding enabled us to identify recurring categories:

1. Self-representation includes professional and ethical self-definition and how wom-
en articulate subject positions and professional integrity while challenging stereo-
typical femininity in the military.

2. Identities and belonging address how narrators negotiate military, civic, and col-
lective identities and express embeddedness in units and networks.

3. Agency and mission analyse how women frame motivation, duty, and responsibil-
ity, and justify action under constraint.
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4. Finally, memory and its continuity examine how narrators construct remembrance
and situate their experiences within the ongoing history of war.

Through these analytical lenses, we trace how women position themselves as his-
torical agents and custodians of memory, challenging the androcentric and colonial
epistemologies that shaped traditional archives and historiography. We acknowledge
the limitations of curated digital testimonies, including editorial framing and potential
self-censorship under wartime conditions, and address them through cross-sourcing
across activist archives and media.

Analysis and findings

Self-representation: speaking from the frontline

Women'’s self-representation in digital war narratives constitutes a discursive practice
through which speakers construct professional military identity while negotiating the
marginalised position of the woman soldier within masculinised institutional spaces.
Narrators present army service as professional specialisation, emphasising technical
knowledge, operational competence, and deliberate vocational choice. From the
perspective of testimonial injustice (Fricker 2007), these narratives challenge stereo-
types that historically undermine women's credibility as military professionals. Daria
‘Anakonda’, a drone operator, articulates this logic of parity explicitly: ‘I must show
people that | work on equal terms with men, that | am not a little girl who is simply
in the army, | am a fighter.” The binary opposition between aisumHka (little girl’)
and 6oeup (‘fighter’) indexes an epistemic struggle against the stereotypical infan-
tilisation of a woman, the transition from symbolic presence to professional subject-
hood. Veronika ‘Palianytsia’, a combat medic, defines her practice through procedural
precision: ‘The main work of a combat medic is to take him [the injured person] from
point A, transport him to point B, and hand him over to the doctors.’ Similarly, Olek-
sandra Chorna describes evacuation under fire in procedural detail, asserting medical
expertise as skilled labour. A recurrent theme across the corpus is csigomnin Bubip
(‘conscious choice’). Women frame their participation as deliberate and prepared.
Olena Ryzh explains: ‘There is a short and a long answer. The short one is a call of
the heart. The long one — many components influenced my decision [to join Ukrainian
Military Forces].” Viktoriia Kravchenko, with fourteen years of service, similarly insists:
‘I made my conscious choice back then and understood what military activity entails.’
Such utterances reposition female participation within the epistemic field of reason.
Preparation further reinforces this legitimacy. Olena Totel recounts: ‘I signed up for

4 The full list of testimonies analysed in the study is available in the appendix.
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martial arts, the gym, and shooting, and also underwent a full medical examination.’
When asked about her goal, whether she was here to train her glutes, she responds:
‘We're going to make me into a machine’, redefining the body as an instrument of
disciplined readiness for defence, replacing stereotypical beauty ideals.

Narrators also expose the stereotypes, double standards, and systemic barriers
women face and sometimes internalised gender scripts. Externally, structural gate-
keeping persists through paternalistic rationalisations. Olena Ryzh observes: ‘For men
everything is simple, you came, they processed you. For a woman it's mandatory;
without a recommendation they don’t even want to talk.” Kateryna Halushka recalls
one commander’s remark: ‘He said | would distract the fighters, because there are
many young, single guys among them. Every second matters and can cost a life, and
I had to run a mile through the trenches because | am a woman.’

Uniform provision represents similar patterns of gendered stereotyping and epis-
temic invisibility. Until early 2024, women were issued only male-pattern uniforms.
Another Kateryna, a servicemember in the Special Operations Forces, explains: ‘Before
that | wore the men’s one. But the movement “Veteranka” (Female Veteran) made a
women’s uniform tailored to my measurements and gifted it to me.” The inadequa-
cy of women’s uniforms and underwear was recognised in the army but not under-
stood as an indicator of systemic exclusion. ‘Imagine: a girl comes to serve, and they
give her men’s shorts instead of underwear. Sometimes it’s uncomfortable, although
they’re warm and good, they cover half of you.’

The (female) volunteers thus became both a producer of material solutions and
an epistemic actor that translated women’s embodied experience into institutional
visibility. From the perspective of testimonial injustice (Fricker 2007), these accounts
expose how gender stereotypes manifest not only in discourse but also in supplies
and infrastructure. The military system implicitly assumed that the standard body
was male, rendering women’s bodies epistemically marginal. The lack of appropriate
uniforms has become a metaphor of epistemic exclusion: women are literally not fit-
ted into the institutional design. When women volunteer groups take the initiative to
create tailored uniforms, they enact epistemic repair and transform structural neglect
into collective recognition.

Moreover, the symbolic invisibility surrounding female heroism parallels this mate-
rial absence. As Halushka remarks: ‘When my comrade was killed, everyone wrote
about him. About the female medic who evacuated the wounded under the same
fire — they mentioned her in the last paragraph. Why? Because she’s a woman? Be-
cause her work is “natural”?’ This double standard reflects how gendered labour is
normalised into invisibility: women'’s contributions are framed as extensions of care,
not as professional sacrifice and heroism.
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Taken together, these testimonies show how self-representation functions as epis-
temic repair. Circulating through digital platforms, these narratives also function as
elements of emerging digital war memory, where personal testimony becomes part
of a distributed archive of the ongoing war. These narratives represent a postcoloni-
al practice of claiming control over systems of knowledge and memory. By narrating
competence, conscious choice, and embodied professionalism, women transform
invisibility into recognition and stereotype into the structure of critique. Rather than
producing a new 'Great Women' narrative, even though some of the narrators have
become publicly visible figures, these accounts foreground the collective professional
practices and everyday military work through which women challenge the gendered
structures of military memory. In this sense, the narratives complicate personalised
heroic models of war memory.

From here, the question shifts from representation to embeddedness: how do
women who have gained visibility and legitimacy within masculinised structures ne-
gotiate belonging and collective identity?

Role and belonging: embeddedness and collective identity
Women's narratives of active service move beyond individualised professionalism
to construct embeddedness and belonging as a constitutive dimension of military
identity. In these accounts, belonging is an epistemic condition for action under
constraint: competence is recognised, validated, and stabilised through relations of
trust, mutual accountability, and shared memory. The first axis of embeddedness is
intra-unit solidarity, which converts visibility into acceptance. Drone operator Daria
‘Anakonda’ foregrounds how peer recognition offsets isolation: ‘| am the only female
pilot in the battalion. My brothers-in-arms have supported me very much..." Here,
legitimacy is conferred not by exceptionalism but by integration into a collaborative
workflow, where competence is actionable and witnessed. The same logic underpins
Valeriia's ‘Osa’ formula, ‘The army is like a family, only larger’, which reframes the
military as a warm community of practice whose cohesion is ethical (care) and opera-
tional (shared risk). Affective belonging here is articulated through kinship metaphors
that transform military camaraderie into epistemic community. Kateryna Halushko
conceptualises service as a shared ordeal rather than an institutional duty: ‘The army
is not only the frontline and combat tasks but also a community of people who go
through extremely difficult trials together. It is in such conditions that a strong bond
between people is formed.’

This recognition of collective endurance reframes belonging as ethical and affective
infrastructure. Olena Ryzh develops this metaphor of kinship further, extending it be-
yond metaphorical solidarity to embodied social reality: ‘| have gained many brothers.
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| have a biological brother, many cousins, and now an incredible number of broth-
ers in the literal sense of the word. That is why the words pobratym [nobpaTum /
brother-in-arms] and posestra [nocecTpa / sister-in-arms] are perfectly true to reality.’

Belonging is also epistemic trust: the right to be believed in one’s task and limits.
Iryna Kleimenova notes that candid talk is possible only with those who have seen
the same things: ‘One can speak openly only with those who have seen what | have
seen.’ This is a precise description of how war experience creates interpretive commu-
nities. Such interpretive communities also contribute to postcoloniality by questioning
persistent structures of domination and epistemic visibility within military institutions
and public narratives of war. This formulation captures the emergence of interpre-
tive communities bound by lived experience: testimony becomes credible only within
networks that have themselves witnessed violence. War, in this sense, generates lo-
calised hermeneutical resources, allowing participants to make sense of what would
otherwise remain socially unintelligible. Such relational epistemology shifts the focus
from the individual experience of war to collective intelligibility. Knowing is here a
distributed process grounded in mutual recognition. Through trust, shared labour,
and affective endurance, women transform the abstract ideal of comradeship into a
specific epistemic infrastructure sustaining military effectiveness and psychological
survival alike. Taken together, these narratives demonstrate that belonging is not the
aftermath of recognition but its condition of possibility. It is through belonging that
women acquire the authority to speak, act, and remember. In Fricker’s terms, such
communities help overcome hermeneutical injustice, providing shared interpretive
resources through which women'’s war experiences become intelligible.

Mission and agency

Across the sample, mission as epistemic agency under constraint emerges as a self-de-
fined structure of agency grounded in conscious choice (cBigomuin BMbip / svidomyi
vybir), moral debt (6opr / borh), professionalism, and love as an ethics of action. As
Olena Ryzh formulates it: ‘After February 24, | realised that | had lived in a vacuum,
not seeing the war that had been going on since 2014. | began to feel that | owed
something to the country.” These words resonate with Kateryna Petrenko: ‘I have no
right to be a civilian.’

For Khrystyna ‘Curly’, professionalism itself becomes a moral discipline and mission:
‘No one can do my job better than | can. | want to hand over Ukraine in a better con-
dition than I received it from my parents.” Combat medic Marta Demianchuk express-
es this orientation towards practical ethics: ‘I focus on saving people.” Expertise here
becomes the language of moral authority, where professional dedication transforms
into moral practice, reinforcing the idea of epistemic parity through competence.
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Finally, love emerges as a mode of action that bridges emotion and civicagency. ‘I want
to end this war with victory for the sake of my daughter and my mother... | hope that
our work, the service of my brothers and sisters in arms, will make sure that she doesn’t
have to take up arms’, explains Veronika ‘Palyanytsia’, translating this ethics into an ob-
ligation of future-oriented responsibility. Similarly, Yaryna Chornohuz asserts: ‘/ would
not call it revenge. | would call it love. | do not hate Russians. | simply protect those | love.’
Taken together, these testimonies construct a framework of moral reasoning ground-
ed in conscious mission, inserting individual agency, obligation, professionalism, and
love as disciplined action. In Fricker’s (2007) terms, this represents a form of epistemic
repair, the reclamation of interpretive authority through acts that redefine women’s
war participation as a site of moral and cognitive agency.

Memory and continuity

Within the testimonial sample, memory and continuity operate as epistemic dimen-
sions through which women transform participation into narration and narration into
collective knowledge. Their statements situate individual experience within broader
temporal and moral horizons, where acting, witnessing, and remembering converge
as interdependent forms of agency. Remembrance is not perceived here as retro-
spective commemoration, because these narratives enact it as an ongoing epistemic
practice, a means of inscribing meaning into the present (Esposito 2002) for it not to
be forgotten, and transmitting it forward. In this sense, women'’s wartime testimonies
contribute to postcoloniality by overcoming unequal and uneven forces of cultural
representation in the digital realm and memory construction.

Olena Totel articulates transition from understandable fear to action: ‘What pushed
me was that | didn't want to be in an occupation and without a weapon. For me, be-
ing a civilian when occupiers might walk down my street — that's the greatest fear.’
Her notions redefine fear as an epistemic threshold: to act is to reclaim authorship
over one’s own vulnerability, to refuse the interpretive position of passive victimhood.
Testimonies of this kind exemplify epistemic counteraction in Fricker’s terms (2007),
the production of knowledge through acts that resist both material and hermeneu-
tical marginalisation.

Kateryna, active in Special Operations Forces, extends this logic to the contempla-
tion of mortality: ‘I don’t want to die from a Shahed drone® in an apartment building.
If | am to die — and that’s entirely possible — | want to take several enemies with me.’
Here, death is reframed as intentional agency rather than passive fate. The speaker

°> Shahed drones are drones based on Iranian technology and they have been used massively by Russia
to attack Ukrainian military and civil objects.
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transforms exposure into authorship, positioning herself as an active subject even at
the limit of existence. Such utterances mark the emergence of living archives: em-
bodied sites of knowledge where the act of speaking is inseparable from the act of
living and enduring.

Continuity, in turn, unfolds as an intergenerational horizon. Valentyna Zhelezko
('Valkyriia") declares: ‘We are writing the history of our country now. | want to leave
a worthy trace. Someday | will tell my grandchildren: “your grandmother, Valkyriia,
helped to fight the enemy”.’ Valentyna's voice situates women's military participation
within a lineage of civic transmission, turning remembrance into a pedagogical and
ethical inheritance, to remember through doing.

Taken together, these testimonies illustrate how marginalised participants of war
produce knowledge that counters hermeneutical marginalisation (Fricker 2007) and
delineate a feminist mode of historiography grounded in epistemic agency while
gaining subjectivity: knowledge that is lived, enacted, and continuously reproduced
and first-hand told through women'’s participation in the ongoing history of war.

Discussion and conclusions

The analysed testimonies reveal the woman at war not simply as a social role or bi-
ographical category, but as a discursive site where epistemic repair is actively enact-
ed. Within the digital counter-archives, women reconstitute themselves as epistemic
agents through self-representation, professional competence, and interpretive au-
thority. Speaking from within the war, they destabilise the testimonial asymmetry
embedded in military and media discourses, reclaiming credibility that has historically
been denied. Their narratives perform epistemic repair by transforming absence into
articulated presence, and silence into situated skilled-based and experience-based
knowledge. The voice of women thus becomes both testimony and theory: a visi-
ble critigue of androcentric epistemologies that have defined whose experiences are
historically intelligible.

The digital testimonies analysed in this study, twenty-five publicly available nar-
ratives of Ukrainian women serving in the military forces, exemplify how self-rep-
resentation in the media functions as a site of epistemic and symbolic transformation.
Although most of these testimonies were not originally produced within structured
feminist initiatives, they nonetheless participate in the wider ecosystem of Ukraine’s
digital memory, intersecting with activist, journalistic, and artistic forms of public his-
tory. In this sense, they represent spontaneous, decentralised extensions of feminist
counter-archival logic rather than institutionalised archives.

Through first-person storytelling, women construct epistemic agency in a com-
municative field long defined by masculine authority. Their testimonies have two
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functions: reclaiming credibility in militarised discourse and producing new interpre-
tive resources for understanding women'’s war experience. By publicly articulating
competence, decision-making, and belonging, these narrators counter testimonial
injustice (Fricker 2007) and reconfigure the gendered economy of trust. Each narra-
tive becomes an act of epistemic repair, transforming invisibility into recognition and
redefining what counts as legitimate wartime knowledge. At the same time, the col-
lective resonance of these testimonies signals the emergence of distributed memory
practices. When women narrate combat, evacuation, or active duty, they generate
interpretive communities grounded in shared endurance and mutual validation. The
idioms of pobratym and posestra transform affective ties into epistemic infrastructure:
belonging functions not as sentiment but as the condition of credibility. Through rep-
etition, circulation, and citation across digital media, these stories form a living corpus
of feminist witnessing that diffuses across journalistic and public spaces.

Importantly, the uncoordinated character of these testimonies underscores the
democratising potential of the digital sphere (Zaagsma 2023). Visibility here is not
granted by curators or institutions but produced through mediated self-articulation.
This decentralisation of commemoration reveals how ordinary acts of speech can
accumulate into a collective counter-memory. These dispersed narratives illustrate
how digital media enable grassroots remembrance that operates outside institution-
al frameworks while still contributing to epistemic justice. From the postcolonial and
postsocialist perspective, the testimonies of Ukrainian women in combat reconfigure
both the geography and epistemology of feminist memory. These digital counter-ar-
chives emerge from a postsocialist terrain historically subjected to imperial epistemic
hierarchies, where knowledge, legitimacy, and even grief were mediated through
dominant Soviet (Russian) colonial frameworks. Within this context, speaking from
the frontline becomes a decolonial act: an assertion of interpretive sovereignty and
a refusal to remain an object of history written elsewhere — that is, decolonised gen-
dered subjects at war for freedom and self-determination. In this sense, these testi-
monies engage with the coloniality of knowledge not only as a ‘modern syndrome’
(Tlostanova 2024), but also as a historical one, where gendered history is created in
the moment of narration.

By narrating war from within, these women occupy a border epistemology, a stand-
point situated between global modernity and local experience, where subaltern sub-
jects reclaim their right to theorise their own condition. Their testimonies resist both
the exoticisation of Ukrainian suffering and the paternalistic framing of women as
humanitarian subjects rather than political actors. Through self-representation, they
transform testimonial space into a locus of epistemic autonomy, producing knowledge
from lived positionality. Women’s wartime testimonies also contribute to rethinking
gender roles in wartime Ukraine by situating women'’s narratives at the intersection
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of memory construction, everyday military practices, and digital performativity. In
this sense, Ukrainian women’s voices at war challenge the epistemic coloniality that
has historically confined Eastern Europe to the semi-peripheral role of the imitator
rather than the producer of theory. Their accounts demonstrate that the decolonisa-
tion of knowledge in the region cannot rely solely on Western feminist paradigms; it
must primarily emerge from within the embodied, affective, and linguistic realities of
post-Soviet subjectivities. This becomes possible when women articulate fear, duty,
and love as structured forms of agency and disobedience to the epistemic injustice.
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Table 1. A study sample of women's testimonies in combat

GENDERAVYZKUM

GENDER AND RESEARCH

Ne Source Name, _ Position Additioqal

callsign in the Army Information

1 https://24tv.ua/ Daria Drone operator, 21 years old, the only
mobilizatsiya-zhinok- 'Anaconda’ aerial reconnaissance female pilot in the
droni-pro-rishennya- specialist battalion of unmanned
yti-armiyu-intervyu_ systems
n2853644

2 https://suspilne.media/ Anastasiia Lieutenant in the
cherkasy/897421- Bobkova Ukrainian Border
divcina-v-armii-ak- Guard Service
stavlatsa-do-zinok-
zahisnic-na-vijskovij-
sluzbi/

3 https://suspilne.media/ | Veronika Combat medic and She was the youngest
odesa/538563-ak-ce- ‘Palianytsia’ psychologist, 122nd city council member
buti-zinkou-v-armii- Territorial Defence (26 years old) and
intervu-z-feldserkou- Brigade worked at a children’s
veronikou-palaniceu/ rehabilitation centre.

Although she had

the opportunity to
leave the country, she
received a military
summons and joined
the Armed Forces of
Ukraine

4 https://Awww.bbc.com/ Kateryna Soldier, service member | Mother
ukrainian/articles/ (name of the 3rd Regiment of
c8dmv934dwvo changed) the Special Operations

Forces

5 https://blog.eva.ua/ Olena ‘Ryzh’ | Soldier, field medic, Before the full-scale
zhinky-na-bojovyh- infantrywoman, 47th invasion: a trainer in
posadah-v-armiyi- Brigade the HoReCa sector
interv-yu-e-rozmova-z-
olenoyu-ryzh

6 https://blog.eva. Khrystyna Senior lieutenant in Has served for 10 years
ua/e-rozmova-interv- "Curly’ the National Guard
yu-zi-starshoyu- of Ukraine, deputy
lejtenantkoyu-ngu- commander of a
hrystynoyu-kudryavoyu/ mortar battery

7 https://rozmova. Kateryna Combat medic In 2019, Kateryna
wordpress. Halushka and strategic joined the volunteer
com/2025/03/18/ communications officer | foundation Come Back
kateryna-halushka-3/ Alive, where she told

the stories of those
defending the country

8 https://www. Marta Combat medic, She holds a degree in
sestry.eu/statti/ Demianchuk | journalist journalism and joined
koli-povertaieshsya- the Armed Forces of
dodomu-staie-vazhko Ukraine in 2020, after

serving in a volunteer
battalion since 2014

9 https://Awww. Oleksandra Combat medic, 52 years old, volunteer,
sestry.eu/statti/ Chorna member of an accountant, daughter
boyova-medikinya- ‘Swallow’ evacuation crew, 39th and wife of militarians;
oleksandra-chorna-koli- Separate Coastal mother of three,
chas-ide-na-sekundi-ya- Defence Brigade grandmother
ne-vidchuvayu-bolyu

10 | https:/Avww.sestry.eu/ Valentyna Bucha Witches — Before the full-scale
statti/budu-rozpovidati- | Zhelezko Mobile Fire Group invasion: veterinarian,
onukam-yak-yihnya- ‘Valkyria’ (drone interception 52 years old; mother
babusya-valkiriya- unit) of three
boronila-nebo

11 https://www.sestry. Olena Totel FPV drone pilot, 13th Before the full-scale
eu/statti/olena-totel- Brigade of the National | invasion: editor-in-chief
u-sportzali-trenerka- Guard of Ukraine ata TV channel in
zapitala-shcho- ‘Khartia’ Dnipro
kachaiemo-popu-ta-ni-
kazhu-budemo-robiti-z-
mene-mashinu

12 https:/behindthenews. | Yaryna Paramedic and Poet, listed among the
ua/spetsproiekti/ Chornoguz reconnaissance officer, 100 most influential
po-toy-bik-genderu/ "Yara’ 140th Marine Battalion | women in Ukraine.
yarina-chornoguz- She completed training
jinka-v-armiyi-zaznae- with the Hospitallers
viprobuvan-chi-gotova- Battalion and went
priynyati-svoyu-rol- on her first rotation
u-patriarhalnomu- in 2019 - one of four
sensi-345/ she served with in

the medical battalion;
mother of a daughter

13 https://dou.ua/lenta/ Daria Recruiter, 412th Before the full-scale
interviews/military- Marusyk Unmanned Systems invasion: PR lead at
recruiter-about- Regiment ‘Nemesis'’ Appflame; mother
women-mobilization/14 of a 9-year-old
TpaBHA, 10:00 9542 son, daughter of a

militarian

14 https://elle.ua/ludi/ Viktoriia Major, military 14 years of service in
interview/zhinki-na- Kravchenko psychologist. the Armed Forces of
fronti-10-zapitan- Ukraine; mother
oficerci-zsu-viktorii-
kravchenko/

15 https://femwork.org/ Anna Servicewoman of Civic activist; mother
blog/feministky-pro- Ivantsyk the 24th Separate
wiunu-6/ Mechanized Brigade

named after King
Danylo, combat medic

16 https://mezha.net/ Karina Deputy Commander of | 26 years old,
ua/mysli/interv- Huseinova the 1st Tank Company professional
iu-z-zhinkoiu- for the Moral and servicewoman; her
viiskovosluzhbovytseiu- Psychological Support father is a military
dyskryminatsiia- of the Tank Battalion, officer. She received
pohrozy-vid-viiskovykh- 72nd Separate a military education
rf-i-arestovych/ Mechanised Brigade and has served in

named after the Black the Armed Forces of
Zaporizhians — Senior Ukraine since 2018
Lieutenant

17 https://ukrainky.com. Yuliia Platoon commander Has served in the
uafyuliya-mykytenko- Mykytenko of a reconnaissance Armed Forces of
ukrayinka-yaka- company in the Armed | Ukraine since 2016.
stvoryla-pershyj- Forces of Ukraine, A former translator,
zhinochyj-vzvod/ serving since 2016 professional soldier,

and activist who
advanced from

a clerk to a UAV
platoon commander.
Contributed
significantly to
changing attitudes
toward women in
the military She
founded Ukraine’s first
all-women military
platoon.

18 https://ukrainky.com. Liubov The first woman to A former translator,
ua/zhinky-u-vijni- Plaksiuk head an artillery unit professional soldier,
lyubov-plaksyuk- in the Armed Forces of | and activist who
persha-zhinka-yaka- Ukraine, commander advanced from
ocholyla-artpidrozdil- of a self-propelled a clerk to a UAV
zsu/ artillery battery of the platoon commander.

26th Artillery Brigade Contributed

named after General significantly to

Roman Dashkevych changing attitudes
toward women in
the military She
founded Ukraine’s first
all-women military
platoon.

19 https://ukrainky. Yevheniia The first female naval By profession, a history
com.ua/znaj-nashu- Bakai navigator in the history | teacher; serving in
yevgeniya-bakaj- of the Ukrainian Navy the Armed Forces of
persha-v-istoriyi-vms- Ukraine since 2016
zsu-shturmanka-flotu/

20 https://ukrainky.com. Anastasiia Combat medic Before the full-scale
ua/anastasiyi-czianid- ‘Cyanide’ instructor in medical invasion: a violinist
skrypalka-shho-stala- training at the
bojovoyu-medykyneyu/ Educational Centre of

the Territorial Defence
Forces Command of
the Armed Forces of
Ukraine

21 https:/ Valeriia Assault trooper of the 25 years old, _, she
www.pravda.com.ua/ ‘Wasp' 128th Brigade was awarded the
articles/2022/08/02/ Order ‘For Courage’,
7361430/ 3rd Class, and the state

medal ‘To a Defender
of the Fatherland’;
mother, her husband is
also a militarian

22 https://ukrainky.com. Kateryna Journalist serving in the | Journalist
uafya-mala-kvytky-u- Petrenko Public Relations Service
francziyu-ale-poyihala- of the 148th Separate
na-spivbesidu-v-borovu- Artillery Brigade of the
istoriya-zhurnalistky- Ukrainian Air Assault
kateryny-petrenko- Forces
yaka-dobrovilno-
pryyednalasya-do-zsu/

23 https://ukrainky.com. llona Combat engineer and Police officer with
ua/zhinka-saper- Kulykivska explosives technician 15 years of service,
yak-zhytomyryanka- holding the rank of
ilona-kulykivska- Captain; mother of
rozminovuye-ukrayinu/ 2 adult daughters

24 https://ukrainky.com. Iryna Frontline service Volunteered since
ua/zhinky-u-vijni- Kleimenova member and combat 2014, joined the
iryna-klejmenova- psychologist military in 2022;
psyhologynya-yaka- mother of 2
pishla-u-zsu-i-voyuye-
na-peredovij/

25 https://ukrainky.com. Olesia Serving in the Before the full-scale
ua/zhinky-u-vijni- Vorotniuk Territorial Defence invasion: a ballerina
olesya-vorotnyuk- Forces
baleryna-yaka-pishla-
na-vijnu/

Source: Authors.


https://24tv.ua/mobilizatsiya-zhinok-droni-pro-rishennya-yti-armiyu-intervyu_n2853644
https://24tv.ua/mobilizatsiya-zhinok-droni-pro-rishennya-yti-armiyu-intervyu_n2853644
https://24tv.ua/mobilizatsiya-zhinok-droni-pro-rishennya-yti-armiyu-intervyu_n2853644
https://24tv.ua/mobilizatsiya-zhinok-droni-pro-rishennya-yti-armiyu-intervyu_n2853644
https://24tv.ua/mobilizatsiya-zhinok-droni-pro-rishennya-yti-armiyu-intervyu_n2853644
https://suspilne.media/cherkasy/897421-divcina-v-armii-ak-stavlatsa-do-zinok-zahisnic-na-vijskovij-sluzbi/
https://suspilne.media/cherkasy/897421-divcina-v-armii-ak-stavlatsa-do-zinok-zahisnic-na-vijskovij-sluzbi/
https://suspilne.media/cherkasy/897421-divcina-v-armii-ak-stavlatsa-do-zinok-zahisnic-na-vijskovij-sluzbi/
https://suspilne.media/cherkasy/897421-divcina-v-armii-ak-stavlatsa-do-zinok-zahisnic-na-vijskovij-sluzbi/
https://suspilne.media/cherkasy/897421-divcina-v-armii-ak-stavlatsa-do-zinok-zahisnic-na-vijskovij-sluzbi/
https://suspilne.media/cherkasy/897421-divcina-v-armii-ak-stavlatsa-do-zinok-zahisnic-na-vijskovij-sluzbi/
https://suspilne.media/odesa/538563-ak-ce-buti-zinkou-v-armii-intervu-z-feldserkou-veronikou-palaniceu/
https://suspilne.media/odesa/538563-ak-ce-buti-zinkou-v-armii-intervu-z-feldserkou-veronikou-palaniceu/
https://suspilne.media/odesa/538563-ak-ce-buti-zinkou-v-armii-intervu-z-feldserkou-veronikou-palaniceu/
https://suspilne.media/odesa/538563-ak-ce-buti-zinkou-v-armii-intervu-z-feldserkou-veronikou-palaniceu/
https://suspilne.media/odesa/538563-ak-ce-buti-zinkou-v-armii-intervu-z-feldserkou-veronikou-palaniceu/
https://www.bbc.com/ukrainian/articles/c8dmv934dvvo
https://www.bbc.com/ukrainian/articles/c8dmv934dvvo
https://www.bbc.com/ukrainian/articles/c8dmv934dvvo
https://blog.eva.ua/zhinky-na-bojovyh-posadah-v-armiyi-interv-yu-e-rozmova-z-olenoyu-ryzh
https://blog.eva.ua/zhinky-na-bojovyh-posadah-v-armiyi-interv-yu-e-rozmova-z-olenoyu-ryzh
https://blog.eva.ua/zhinky-na-bojovyh-posadah-v-armiyi-interv-yu-e-rozmova-z-olenoyu-ryzh
https://blog.eva.ua/zhinky-na-bojovyh-posadah-v-armiyi-interv-yu-e-rozmova-z-olenoyu-ryzh
https://blog.eva.ua/zhinky-na-bojovyh-posadah-v-armiyi-interv-yu-e-rozmova-z-olenoyu-ryzh
https://blog.eva.ua/e-rozmova-interv-yu-zi-starshoyu-lejtenantkoyu-ngu-hrystynoyu-kudryavoyu/
https://blog.eva.ua/e-rozmova-interv-yu-zi-starshoyu-lejtenantkoyu-ngu-hrystynoyu-kudryavoyu/
https://blog.eva.ua/e-rozmova-interv-yu-zi-starshoyu-lejtenantkoyu-ngu-hrystynoyu-kudryavoyu/
https://blog.eva.ua/e-rozmova-interv-yu-zi-starshoyu-lejtenantkoyu-ngu-hrystynoyu-kudryavoyu/
https://blog.eva.ua/e-rozmova-interv-yu-zi-starshoyu-lejtenantkoyu-ngu-hrystynoyu-kudryavoyu/
https://rozmova.wordpress.com/2025/03/18/kateryna-halushka-3/
https://rozmova.wordpress.com/2025/03/18/kateryna-halushka-3/
https://rozmova.wordpress.com/2025/03/18/kateryna-halushka-3/
https://rozmova.wordpress.com/2025/03/18/kateryna-halushka-3/
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/koli-povertaieshsya-dodomu-staie-vazhko
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/koli-povertaieshsya-dodomu-staie-vazhko
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/koli-povertaieshsya-dodomu-staie-vazhko
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/koli-povertaieshsya-dodomu-staie-vazhko
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/boyova-medikinya-oleksandra-chorna-koli-chas-ide-na-sekundi-ya-ne-vidchuvayu-bolyu
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/boyova-medikinya-oleksandra-chorna-koli-chas-ide-na-sekundi-ya-ne-vidchuvayu-bolyu
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/boyova-medikinya-oleksandra-chorna-koli-chas-ide-na-sekundi-ya-ne-vidchuvayu-bolyu
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/boyova-medikinya-oleksandra-chorna-koli-chas-ide-na-sekundi-ya-ne-vidchuvayu-bolyu
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/boyova-medikinya-oleksandra-chorna-koli-chas-ide-na-sekundi-ya-ne-vidchuvayu-bolyu
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/boyova-medikinya-oleksandra-chorna-koli-chas-ide-na-sekundi-ya-ne-vidchuvayu-bolyu
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/budu-rozpovidati-onukam-yak-yihnya-babusya-valkiriya-boronila-nebo
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/budu-rozpovidati-onukam-yak-yihnya-babusya-valkiriya-boronila-nebo
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/budu-rozpovidati-onukam-yak-yihnya-babusya-valkiriya-boronila-nebo
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/budu-rozpovidati-onukam-yak-yihnya-babusya-valkiriya-boronila-nebo
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/budu-rozpovidati-onukam-yak-yihnya-babusya-valkiriya-boronila-nebo
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/olena-totel-u-sportzali-trenerka-zapitala-shcho-kachaiemo-popu-ta-ni-kazhu-budemo-robiti-z-mene-mashinu
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/olena-totel-u-sportzali-trenerka-zapitala-shcho-kachaiemo-popu-ta-ni-kazhu-budemo-robiti-z-mene-mashinu
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/olena-totel-u-sportzali-trenerka-zapitala-shcho-kachaiemo-popu-ta-ni-kazhu-budemo-robiti-z-mene-mashinu
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/olena-totel-u-sportzali-trenerka-zapitala-shcho-kachaiemo-popu-ta-ni-kazhu-budemo-robiti-z-mene-mashinu
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/olena-totel-u-sportzali-trenerka-zapitala-shcho-kachaiemo-popu-ta-ni-kazhu-budemo-robiti-z-mene-mashinu
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/olena-totel-u-sportzali-trenerka-zapitala-shcho-kachaiemo-popu-ta-ni-kazhu-budemo-robiti-z-mene-mashinu
https://www.sestry.eu/statti/olena-totel-u-sportzali-trenerka-zapitala-shcho-kachaiemo-popu-ta-ni-kazhu-budemo-robiti-z-mene-mashinu
https://behindthenews.ua/spetsproiekti/po-toy-bik-genderu/yarina-chornoguz-jinka-v-armiyi-zaznae-viprobuvan-chi-gotova-priynyati-svoyu-rol-u-patriarhalnomu-sensi-345/
https://behindthenews.ua/spetsproiekti/po-toy-bik-genderu/yarina-chornoguz-jinka-v-armiyi-zaznae-viprobuvan-chi-gotova-priynyati-svoyu-rol-u-patriarhalnomu-sensi-345/
https://behindthenews.ua/spetsproiekti/po-toy-bik-genderu/yarina-chornoguz-jinka-v-armiyi-zaznae-viprobuvan-chi-gotova-priynyati-svoyu-rol-u-patriarhalnomu-sensi-345/
https://behindthenews.ua/spetsproiekti/po-toy-bik-genderu/yarina-chornoguz-jinka-v-armiyi-zaznae-viprobuvan-chi-gotova-priynyati-svoyu-rol-u-patriarhalnomu-sensi-345/
https://behindthenews.ua/spetsproiekti/po-toy-bik-genderu/yarina-chornoguz-jinka-v-armiyi-zaznae-viprobuvan-chi-gotova-priynyati-svoyu-rol-u-patriarhalnomu-sensi-345/
https://behindthenews.ua/spetsproiekti/po-toy-bik-genderu/yarina-chornoguz-jinka-v-armiyi-zaznae-viprobuvan-chi-gotova-priynyati-svoyu-rol-u-patriarhalnomu-sensi-345/
https://behindthenews.ua/spetsproiekti/po-toy-bik-genderu/yarina-chornoguz-jinka-v-armiyi-zaznae-viprobuvan-chi-gotova-priynyati-svoyu-rol-u-patriarhalnomu-sensi-345/
https://behindthenews.ua/spetsproiekti/po-toy-bik-genderu/yarina-chornoguz-jinka-v-armiyi-zaznae-viprobuvan-chi-gotova-priynyati-svoyu-rol-u-patriarhalnomu-sensi-345/
https://behindthenews.ua/spetsproiekti/po-toy-bik-genderu/yarina-chornoguz-jinka-v-armiyi-zaznae-viprobuvan-chi-gotova-priynyati-svoyu-rol-u-patriarhalnomu-sensi-345/
https://dou.ua/lenta/interviews/military-recruiter-about-women-mobilization/14 травня, 10:00 9542
https://dou.ua/lenta/interviews/military-recruiter-about-women-mobilization/14 травня, 10:00 9542
https://dou.ua/lenta/interviews/military-recruiter-about-women-mobilization/14 травня, 10:00 9542
https://dou.ua/lenta/interviews/military-recruiter-about-women-mobilization/14 травня, 10:00 9542
https://dou.ua/lenta/interviews/military-recruiter-about-women-mobilization/14 травня, 10:00 9542
https://elle.ua/ludi/interview/zhinki-na-fronti-10-zapitan-oficerci-zsu-viktorii-kravchenko/
https://elle.ua/ludi/interview/zhinki-na-fronti-10-zapitan-oficerci-zsu-viktorii-kravchenko/
https://elle.ua/ludi/interview/zhinki-na-fronti-10-zapitan-oficerci-zsu-viktorii-kravchenko/
https://elle.ua/ludi/interview/zhinki-na-fronti-10-zapitan-oficerci-zsu-viktorii-kravchenko/
https://elle.ua/ludi/interview/zhinki-na-fronti-10-zapitan-oficerci-zsu-viktorii-kravchenko/
https://femwork.org/blog/feministky-pro-wiunu-6/
https://femwork.org/blog/feministky-pro-wiunu-6/
https://femwork.org/blog/feministky-pro-wiunu-6/
https://mezha.net/ua/mysli/interv-iu-z-zhinkoiu-viiskovosluzhbovytseiu-dyskryminatsiia-pohrozy-vid-viiskovykh-rf-i-arestovych/
https://mezha.net/ua/mysli/interv-iu-z-zhinkoiu-viiskovosluzhbovytseiu-dyskryminatsiia-pohrozy-vid-viiskovykh-rf-i-arestovych/
https://mezha.net/ua/mysli/interv-iu-z-zhinkoiu-viiskovosluzhbovytseiu-dyskryminatsiia-pohrozy-vid-viiskovykh-rf-i-arestovych/
https://mezha.net/ua/mysli/interv-iu-z-zhinkoiu-viiskovosluzhbovytseiu-dyskryminatsiia-pohrozy-vid-viiskovykh-rf-i-arestovych/
https://mezha.net/ua/mysli/interv-iu-z-zhinkoiu-viiskovosluzhbovytseiu-dyskryminatsiia-pohrozy-vid-viiskovykh-rf-i-arestovych/
https://mezha.net/ua/mysli/interv-iu-z-zhinkoiu-viiskovosluzhbovytseiu-dyskryminatsiia-pohrozy-vid-viiskovykh-rf-i-arestovych/
https://mezha.net/ua/mysli/interv-iu-z-zhinkoiu-viiskovosluzhbovytseiu-dyskryminatsiia-pohrozy-vid-viiskovykh-rf-i-arestovych/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/yuliya-mykytenko-ukrayinka-yaka-stvoryla-pershyj-zhinochyj-vzvod/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/yuliya-mykytenko-ukrayinka-yaka-stvoryla-pershyj-zhinochyj-vzvod/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/yuliya-mykytenko-ukrayinka-yaka-stvoryla-pershyj-zhinochyj-vzvod/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/yuliya-mykytenko-ukrayinka-yaka-stvoryla-pershyj-zhinochyj-vzvod/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/yuliya-mykytenko-ukrayinka-yaka-stvoryla-pershyj-zhinochyj-vzvod/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-lyubov-plaksyuk-persha-zhinka-yaka-ocholyla-artpidrozdil-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-lyubov-plaksyuk-persha-zhinka-yaka-ocholyla-artpidrozdil-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-lyubov-plaksyuk-persha-zhinka-yaka-ocholyla-artpidrozdil-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-lyubov-plaksyuk-persha-zhinka-yaka-ocholyla-artpidrozdil-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-lyubov-plaksyuk-persha-zhinka-yaka-ocholyla-artpidrozdil-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-lyubov-plaksyuk-persha-zhinka-yaka-ocholyla-artpidrozdil-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/znaj-nashu-yevgeniya-bakaj-persha-v-istoriyi-vms-zsu-shturmanka-flotu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/znaj-nashu-yevgeniya-bakaj-persha-v-istoriyi-vms-zsu-shturmanka-flotu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/znaj-nashu-yevgeniya-bakaj-persha-v-istoriyi-vms-zsu-shturmanka-flotu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/znaj-nashu-yevgeniya-bakaj-persha-v-istoriyi-vms-zsu-shturmanka-flotu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/znaj-nashu-yevgeniya-bakaj-persha-v-istoriyi-vms-zsu-shturmanka-flotu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/anastasiyi-czianid-skrypalka-shho-stala-bojovoyu-medykyneyu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/anastasiyi-czianid-skrypalka-shho-stala-bojovoyu-medykyneyu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/anastasiyi-czianid-skrypalka-shho-stala-bojovoyu-medykyneyu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/anastasiyi-czianid-skrypalka-shho-stala-bojovoyu-medykyneyu/
https://www.pravda.com.ua/articles/2022/08/02/7361430/
https://www.pravda.com.ua/articles/2022/08/02/7361430/
https://www.pravda.com.ua/articles/2022/08/02/7361430/
https://www.pravda.com.ua/articles/2022/08/02/7361430/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/ya-mala-kvytky-u-francziyu-ale-poyihala-na-spivbesidu-v-borovu-istoriya-zhurnalistky-kateryny-petrenko-yaka-dobrovilno-pryyednalasya-do-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/ya-mala-kvytky-u-francziyu-ale-poyihala-na-spivbesidu-v-borovu-istoriya-zhurnalistky-kateryny-petrenko-yaka-dobrovilno-pryyednalasya-do-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/ya-mala-kvytky-u-francziyu-ale-poyihala-na-spivbesidu-v-borovu-istoriya-zhurnalistky-kateryny-petrenko-yaka-dobrovilno-pryyednalasya-do-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/ya-mala-kvytky-u-francziyu-ale-poyihala-na-spivbesidu-v-borovu-istoriya-zhurnalistky-kateryny-petrenko-yaka-dobrovilno-pryyednalasya-do-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/ya-mala-kvytky-u-francziyu-ale-poyihala-na-spivbesidu-v-borovu-istoriya-zhurnalistky-kateryny-petrenko-yaka-dobrovilno-pryyednalasya-do-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/ya-mala-kvytky-u-francziyu-ale-poyihala-na-spivbesidu-v-borovu-istoriya-zhurnalistky-kateryny-petrenko-yaka-dobrovilno-pryyednalasya-do-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/ya-mala-kvytky-u-francziyu-ale-poyihala-na-spivbesidu-v-borovu-istoriya-zhurnalistky-kateryny-petrenko-yaka-dobrovilno-pryyednalasya-do-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/ya-mala-kvytky-u-francziyu-ale-poyihala-na-spivbesidu-v-borovu-istoriya-zhurnalistky-kateryny-petrenko-yaka-dobrovilno-pryyednalasya-do-zsu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinka-saper-yak-zhytomyryanka-ilona-kulykivska-rozminovuye-ukrayinu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinka-saper-yak-zhytomyryanka-ilona-kulykivska-rozminovuye-ukrayinu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinka-saper-yak-zhytomyryanka-ilona-kulykivska-rozminovuye-ukrayinu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinka-saper-yak-zhytomyryanka-ilona-kulykivska-rozminovuye-ukrayinu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinka-saper-yak-zhytomyryanka-ilona-kulykivska-rozminovuye-ukrayinu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-iryna-klejmenova-psyhologynya-yaka-pishla-u-zsu-i-voyuye-na-peredovij/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-iryna-klejmenova-psyhologynya-yaka-pishla-u-zsu-i-voyuye-na-peredovij/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-iryna-klejmenova-psyhologynya-yaka-pishla-u-zsu-i-voyuye-na-peredovij/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-iryna-klejmenova-psyhologynya-yaka-pishla-u-zsu-i-voyuye-na-peredovij/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-iryna-klejmenova-psyhologynya-yaka-pishla-u-zsu-i-voyuye-na-peredovij/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-iryna-klejmenova-psyhologynya-yaka-pishla-u-zsu-i-voyuye-na-peredovij/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-olesya-vorotnyuk-baleryna-yaka-pishla-na-vijnu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-olesya-vorotnyuk-baleryna-yaka-pishla-na-vijnu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-olesya-vorotnyuk-baleryna-yaka-pishla-na-vijnu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-olesya-vorotnyuk-baleryna-yaka-pishla-na-vijnu/
https://ukrainky.com.ua/zhinky-u-vijni-olesya-vorotnyuk-baleryna-yaka-pishla-na-vijnu/

N\ GENDERAVYZKUM
/\V STATI / ARTICLES GENDER AND RESEARCH

Digitalised Gendered Memories of Romanian
Socialism: Intergenerational Trauma, Healing,
and Nostalgia

Monica Ciobanu®
Plattsburgh State University of New York

Abstract: The article examines current competing memories and gendered narratives of the
state-socialist draconian pro-natalist policies in Romania in the current context of increasingly
restricted reproductive rights. The focus of this analysis is the digital project Jurnalul Decret-
ului (The Journal of the Decree) undertaken by a group of investigative journalists from 2019
to 2021. | distinguish two patterns of remembering, which illustrate two competing views
regarding women's reproductive rights. First, through women'’s recollections on digital plat-
forms of previously silenced memories of illegal abortions and their dire consequences for
their families, such as imprisonment, physical ailments, and sometimes death, victims, their
families, and activists promote women'’s legal right to abortion. The second illustrates how
these traumatic memories are challenged and weaponised by increasingly influential religious
and conservative groups, which promote far-right, anti-globalist, and anti-genderist ideolo-
gies. The analysis concludes that while the first mnemonic trend could provide some grounds
for considering the transformative potential of memory-making for women'’s rights, the latter
generated some serious scepticism about the possibility that the former may prevail.
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A guy’s life in communism was much cooler than a girl’s one. Guys used
to be freer. They couldn’t get pregnant. If they got married, many became
some kind of masters. Girls didn’t like masters. Neither did guys.

(Popescu 2008: 209)

This testimony illustrates the lived experiences of what came to be known in Romania
as the ‘decree generation’ (decretei), i.e. those born in the aftermath of the draconian
communist pro-natalist Decree 770 of 1966, criminalising abortion." As Gail Kligman
argued, ‘political demography legitimated the state intervention in the internal af-
fairs of the citizens’ (Kligman 1998: 10). Instead of bringing enjoyment and personal
gratification, sexuality and marriage became traumatising experiences (Miroiu 2013).
But, as Popescu’s recollection shows, the trauma inflicted on girls was much more
severe, as it was simultaneously shaped by the political and gendered norms of so-
cial control. An unwanted pregnancy subjected the young woman to the authority
of both the authoritarian communist state and the patriarchal system. Official data
of the time recorded 9,452 maternal deaths between 1966 and 1989 (Tismaneanu,
Dobrincu, Vasile 2007: 422).2

After the overthrow of the communist regime in December 1989, the newly set up
provisional government, represented by the National Salvation Front (FSN), was quick
to abrogate the abortion law.? This decision brought much relief to many women and
men whose lives were severely impacted by Decree 770, and it legitimated the new
regime. The following year, the Ministry of Health reported no fewer than 992,265
abortions (Kligman 1998: 218). Despite access to legally available birth control meth-
ods and the availability of sexual education, abortion continued to be perceived as a
legitimate form of contraception.

However, more than thirty years later, civil society groups, activists, and interna-
tional women's rights organisations began to document, yet again, an imminent se-
vere threat to women'’s reproductive rights.* In response, memory activists, feminist
groups, and the victims and descendants of Decree 770 of 1966 began to utilise
women'’s memories of communism as a cautionary tale against current attempts to

" Decret Nr. 770 din 1 Octombrie 1966 pentru reglementarea Intreruperii cursului sarcinii, published in
Buletinul Oficial nr. 160 din 1 Octombrie 1966.

2 These data, however, should be regarded with caution since they do not include the number of women
who were refused medical assistance after a botched abortion.

3 See article 8 in Decret Lege nr. 1 (Journal of the Degree No. 1), 26 December, 1989, privind abrogarea
unor decrete, legi si acte normative, Monitorul Oficial, nr. 4 (Official Gazette No. 4), 27 December 1989.
41In June 2019, the feminist NGO Filia Center in collaboration with the Euroregional Centre for Public
Initiatives released a report Raport de Cecetare: Refuzul La Efectuarea Raportului la Cerere (Cilibiu 2019),
which shows the following: out of 158 public hospitals that agreed to participate in the study and
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restrict women’s reproductive rights. It is important to note that, in contrast to other
selected political and demographic groups, including former political prisoners, de-
portees, or those whose properties were confiscated, women’s victimisation under
communism did not become part of any state-sponsored initiative of historical redress
or other informal truth-telling initiatives (Stan 2013).

Thus, the article examines current competing memories of women'’s experienc-
es under state socialism by focusing on the individual recollections of the regime’s
repressive pro-natalist policies on digital sites. A special emphasis is placed on the
intergenerational transmission of this past to those generations who either matured
or were born after the demise of communism. My goal is to provide some insights
into how gendered narratives of state socialism either conform or depart from similar
mnemonic practices that suggest the co-existence of contradictory and ambiguous
historical narratives that range from outright condemnation to reflective or restorative
nostalgia (Ciobanu, Serban 2025: 1-9). The focus is on how the memory of Decree
770 is currently transmitted, used, or misused in the era of post-memory. | utilise
qualitative content analysis to explore the work of mnemonic actors engaged in the
transmission of gendered memories of state socialism through digitally mediated sites.
The focus of the analysis is the work undertaken by a group of investigative journal-
ists engaged in civic activism, who have participated since 2019 in the digital project
Jurnalul Decretului (The Journal of the Decree) under the slogan ‘The Past That Never
Goes Away' (Trecutul care nu mai Trece). By collecting and disseminating the testi-
monies of individuals who experienced or witnessed first-hand the harsh realities of
Decree 770 of 1966, their stated goal is to use these life stories and warn the public
of the imminent dangerous consequences that restrictive reproductive policies could
have on women and their communities. This team of journalists undertook the work
of memory-making as whistleblowers.

The main argument of the article is that while the two patterns of remembering
the communist past seem to illustrate competing recollections — condemnation versus
reflective/restorative nostalgia — both reflect distinctive gendered patterns of memo-
ry-making. The first highlights women's recollections on digital platforms of long-term
repressed or silenced private lived experiences regarding sexuality and reproduction
as a participatory grassroots type of remembering, which brings redress, healing, and

have the necessary infrastructure to provide abortions, only 40 in 24 counties (excluding the capital
Bucharest) always do; 36 hospitals in 19 counties refuse to do so during religious holidays; 51 hospitals in
21 counties refuse to provide abortions altogether; 31 hospitals declined to participate in the telephone
survey. Another report issued by Human Rights Watch in April 2025 documents how doctors invoke
conscientious objection to provide abortions and the significant inroads that the Orthodox Church in
Romania (BOR) and transnational and foreign anti-abortion groups have made in public hospitals and
government structures to undermine women'’s reproductive rights (Human Rights Watch 2025).
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agency. Scholarship of memory-making from below engages with a variety of topics,
including, but not limited to, vernacular memories and practices involving mourn-
ing rituals (Verdery 1999), private musealisation initiatives of daily life in state social-
ism (Stephen 2020), and national commemorations in rural areas and small towns
(Badescu 2026). However, what sets the Journal of the Decree apart from previous
mnemonic practices is the activist angle, triggered by deeply intimate recollections.
A community of memory bound by multiple individual recollections of common ex-
periences, which could eventually coalesce into a site of resistance, seems to emerge.

At the same time, it highlights a particular type of intergenerational transmission.
The so-called ‘hinge generation’ (primarily daughters and granddaughters) continues
to have a ‘sense of living connection’ with the generation of decree women (Hirsch
2012: 1-2). However, as Simona Mitroiu argued, women'’s transmission of traumatic
histories (i.e. post-World War Il dislocations) remained for the most part relegated to
oral family histories and did not significantly impact the officially sanctioned historical
narratives of the past (Mitroiu 2018: 15). Similarly, women'’s private recollections of
sexuality under state socialism conflict with the official ideologies of gender equality
(Gore-Gorszewska, Stulhofer 2024). The absence of gendered memories from pub-
lic sites of memory leads to my second point. Specifically, these traumatic memories
are easily challenged (as in other post-communist countries) by the increasing influ-
ence of transnational and national religiously conservative groups, which promote
far-right, anti-globalist, anti-genderist ideologies. (Desperak 2023: 84-94; Norocel,
Paternotte 2023: 123-129)

To pursue this analysis, a brief overview of the legacies of communist reproductive
policies in post-communist Romania is provided. This is followed by a presentation of
scholarly analyses, oral histories, and artistic productions, which incorporated gen-
dered aspects of the memory of state socialism. A third section of the article consists
of an interpretive analysis of the Journal of the Decree and an in-depth examination
of two articles that provoked contradictory comments and strong emotions among
Facebook users. Some concluding remarks will address three broader questions:
(1) How do gendered memories of state socialism expressed in digital contexts and on
social media platforms promote and/or shape an intergenerational dialogue between
the children of the decree and the next generation? (2) How relevant are such inter-
generational exchanges for current and ongoing national and transnational cultural
wars, which either promote the return to traditional gender roles or, on the contrary,
advocate for a progressive and liberal agenda in the areas of gender and minority
rights? (3) Given the current international context in which reproductive rights are
being dismantled or are highly restrictive (Center for Reproductive Rights 2025), what
are the lessons that can be learnt from the Romanian case?
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Patriarchal state socialism and its legacies

Scholars of gender and nationalism have emphasised that nation-states represent
women in stereotypical gender roles (as mothers, daughters, or wives) and in need
of male protectors (Yuval-Davies 1997; Verdery 1991). Contrary to the Marxist ideol-
ogy that claims equality between men and women through the abolition of private
property in state socialism, this pattern persisted in state socialist Romania. In the
aftermath of World War II, the Romanian Communist Party (PCR) passed several laws
that seemed to emancipate women from their traditional agrarian roles (Bucur, Miroiu
2018: 118; Massino 2019: 145). But eventually, the socialist state clearly turned into
a state socialist patriarchal system, which reached its peak by the 1980s.> The two
main pillars of patriarchy during state socialism were represented by highly restrictive
reproductive legislation and a virulent nationalist masculinist rhetoric that proclaimed
hybrid motherhood — mother/worker and mother/hero — as the core of communism’s
gender ideology (Olteanu 2004: 158-179).

After abortion was legalised in 1957 by the regime under the leadership of Ghe-
orghe Gheoorghiu-Dej, the country had the highest number of abortions in Europe
(Massino 2019: 256-271). However, alarmed by a significant decrease in natality rates,
and responding to the regime’s need to increase its industrial workforce, abortion was
criminalised in 1966. Article 2 of Decree 770 of 1966 prohibited a woman'’s right to
terminate a pregnancy and listed extraordinary circumstances in which an abortion
could be legally allowed, including: serious risks to the woman'’s health, if the woman
was over forty-five years old, if the pregnancy was the result of rape or incest, if the
woman had already given birth to four children and had them in her care, or if one of
the parents suffered from a hereditary disease. Article 3 restricted legal entitlement
to abortion under the above circumstances to the first three months of pregnancy.
Articles 5, 6, and 7 incorporated clear provisions that made such medical interven-
tions subject to the authority of the office of the prosecutor.

> While the concept of patriarchal socialism and socialist patriarchy may not be appropriate for describing
the gender regimes implemented in other former socialist countries in the region, it is outside the scope
of this article to provide an in-depth analysis of the topic. However, it is important to note that studies
on sexuality differ in their assessment of women'’s experiences of sexuality in socialism. For example,
examining the case of East German women, Ghodsee (2018) argues that socialist welfare policies
granted women more freedoms and, in contrast to capitalism consumerist societies, it normalised
sexuality. Liskova (2018) makes a similar argument in the context of communist Czechoslovakia. But, as
Maria Bucur has argued, ‘the experience people had under neighboring communist regimes was quite
different, with not only communist ideology, but religious ideology and sexological research all playing
varied roles’ (Bucur 2022: 198).
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A whole apparatus was designed to ensure compliance with the decree. Under
the dictatorship of Dej's successor, Nicolae Ceausescu, compulsory gynaecological
examinations were performed in socialist factories with more than 2,500 women
employees to detect unreported pregnancies (Jinga 2011: 42). The communist secret
police (the infamous Securitate) relied on informers recruited among medical staff,
co-workers, and neighbours to report undeclared or illegal terminations of pregnan-
cies. Ten years after the decree was issued, more than 200 medical doctors and over
1,000 medical staff were indicted for terminating pregnancies (Soare 2011: 75). These
doctors were stripped of their right to practise medicine (Stoicescu, Oncioiu 2021).
Desperate women seeking to save their lives after illegal botched abortions were not
given any medical assistance unless they agreed to collaborate with the Securitate.

Nonetheless, given the lack of proper childcare and adequate housing and the ab-
sence of basic commodities in the market (food, gas, electricity), which reached severe
levels in the 1980s, the decree did not result in a significant increase in birth rates. As
Jurnalul Decretului points out, while in 1967 the total number of live births reached
527,000 (almost double the figures in 1965 and 1966), a year later the number had
fallen to 400,000 (Consecintele decretului din 1966 [The consequences of the 1966
decree]). Some women used primitive and painful methods, including scissors, knit-
ting needles, shoehorns, infusion tubes, and root worms, to provoke spontaneous
abortions (Vines 2003: 42—-44). Others, in exchange for considerable sums of mon-
ey, found qualified personnel who clandestinely performed abortions. The preferred
method was curettage, which was frequently performed on the kitchen table with
rudimentary tools that were not always properly sterilised, and often without any
anaesthesia. Those who did not have the resources or access to the underground
medical network ended up in the hands of the so-called ‘skilled women’ who had
taught themselves how to induce a miscarriage (Botezatu 2024). As a result, many
women became physically and emotionally scarred for the rest of their lives or were
unable to conceive later. Many died and left orphaned children behind.

But, given the very limited sexual education and the lack of available contracep-
tives in the market, illegal abortions became a profitable enterprise. For some women
and doctors, an illegal abortion meant an act of resistance and opposition against
the regime’s coercive pro-natalism. In an oral history interview published in 2003,
one forty-two-year-old woman said: ‘Ceausescu wanted slaves... but we still didn’t
have children’ (Vines 2003: 48). Official data showed higher rates of pregnancy ter-
minations among young urban working-class women (Jinga 2011: 171). Giving birth
in unheated, overcrowded, poorly supplied medical facilities, assisted by unsympa-
thetic and verbally abusive medical staff, became an equally traumatising experience
(Miroiu, Dragomir 2010).
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The ramifications of these reproductive policies extended beyond the lives of wom-
en. Under the pretence of regulating the phenomenon of child abandonment, the
socialist state continued to practise the interwar inhumane eugenic conception of
selective breeding (Turda 2024). Abandoned children — especially those classified as
partially recoverable and irrecoverable — were doomed to either remain in a state of
permanent physical and mental underdevelopment or to premature death (Neagu
2024: 19-29). Data collected by the digital museum Muzeul Abandonului (Museum
of Abandonment, n.d.) show that by 1991 over 700 such childcare institutions were
spread throughout the country. Investigations led by the Institute for the Investigation
of Communist Crimes and the Memory of the Romanian Exile (ICCMER) in 2017 and
2018 revealed that, as a result of the extreme neglect and inhumane treatment of
abandoned children, 769 children died in three of such facilities between 1966 and
1991 (Jinga 2025: 237). Clearly, the success of the demographic project of creating
a healthy, happy, and productive socialist nation remained nothing but a lie manu-
factured by the regime’s propaganda.

These gender traumas of state socialism continued to persist and influence wom-
en’s lives during the post-communist transition. The country’s consistent position at
the bottom of the European Union’s Gender Equality Index illustrates the ongoing
inequalities and systemic discrimination that Romanian women experience in the ar-
eas of the economy, politics, education, and health (EIGE 2025). As Beatrice Scutaru
and Luciana Jinga pointed out, ‘1989 did not signify a decisive rupture with respect
to sexual and health rights, the decriminalisation of abortion notwithstanding’ (Scu-
taru, Jinga 2024: 143). In September 2014, Article 201 of the penal code introduced
more specific regulations to the right of abortion, which can be performed up to
the 14th/15th week of pregnancy and only by authorised medical institutions and
offices (Noul Codul Penal 2014). Exceptions are made up to twenty-four weeks for
medical reasons in the interest of the mother or the foetus. Women are not punish-
able by law for illegal abortions, but medical doctors can face imprisonment, fines,
and and the suspension/loss of certain rights (Noul/ Codul Penal 2014, Article 201,
lines 7, 3, 4). It is this latter aspect of the law that has opened the door for medical
obstetricians to refuse to perform abortions. It has also become increasingly common
for medical doctors to refuse prospective patients by citing conscientious objections.
A 2019 survey (Cilibiu 2019) showed that out of 158 hospitals that can provide an
abortion, only 40 accept such requests. Some public hospitals have made it a man-
datory requirement for women seeking an abortion to appear before a committee
that provides counselling and includes representatives of anti-abortion associations
and the Orthodox Church (Oncioiu 2018). But the anti-abortion crusade extends far
beyond the local reach of the Orthodox Church. In 2019, investigative journalist Diana
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Semesan showed that most pregnancy counselling centres in the capital Bucharest
belong to NGOs set up by neo-protestant American missionaries and/or Romani-
an immigrants in the United States connected to ultraconservative religious groups
(Semesan 2019). Women who cannot access reproductive care are misled and told
that both contraception and abortion result in severe physical ailments and lifelong
depression and guilt.

The insurmountable difficulties in obtaining legal access to an abortion, together with
the absence of family planning and subsidised contraception (Dobos 2024: 166-167),
could easily throw women back to the infamous communist era of the ‘kitchen table’
(Serban 2021). During the COVID-19 lockdown, some women had no choice but to
perform abortions in their homes. AS in the pre-1989 era, the most vulnerable wom-
en are those who are poor, reside in remote rural areas, and have little education
(see, e.g., Redactia Observator 2017). Yet medical doctors are again capitalising on
the lack of easily accessible, low-cost abortions and charge large sums of money in
private medical offices. In the absence of legislation that requires mandatory sexual
education in schools, many parents (children of the decree) choose not to discuss
sex with their children (Scutaru, Jinga 2024: 145-146). According to a 2021 UNICEF
study, one in ten children in Romania is born to a teenage mother, and the birth rate
for girls aged 15-19 is 3.5 times higher than the EU average (Necualu et al. 2022).

The recent rise of the far right, represented by the ultra-conservative, xenophobic,
anti-globalist, nationalist Alliance for the Union of All Romanians (AUR) party brought
the pro-natalist rhetoric into the mainstream public debate. Its anti-gender political
message and support for the “traditional Christian family’ (Dragolea 2022: 90) under
the slogan Faith, Liberty, Family, Nation seem to resonate with a large segment of
society (AUR, n.d.). The AUR'’s rhetoric combines the Christian nationalist discourse
of the interwar fascist Iron Guard movement with the current far right ideology of
the Make America Great Again movement (MAGA). The sharp demographic decline
that the country has experienced since 1989, from a population of 24.49 million to
18.9 million in 2025, has only amplified such nationalist rhetoric (World Population
Review, 2025). Moreover, the AUR found allies among the Orthodox Church and
parts of the liberal and social-democratic political establishment. During the 2025
presidential elections, the AUR’s anti-genderist rhetoric became the core of its ultra-
conservative message (Baluta, Tufis 2026). These seemingly contradictory messages
propagated by the AUR and its allies, which mix nostalgia for the authoritarian past
(for both communism and fascism) with transnational far-right messages, are part
and parcel of a global trend that places anti-genderism at its core. As Judith Butler
has persuasively argued: ‘Contradictions like these abound in the anti-gender ide-
ology movement (...). One of the most powerful sites of anti-gender influence is in
national elections’ (Butler 2024: 43).
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These ultraconservative trends continue to coexist with memories of the commu-
nist-era Decree 770. Moreover, in the last decade, an increasingly militant feminist
movement, which engages in public rallies and street protests, has been vigorous-
ly campaigning against domestic violence and for reproductive rights, the rights of
Roma women, and the rights of LGBTQ communities (Baluta, Ignatoiu-Sora 2024,
Miroiu 2024). Several questions thus arise: Given that, as Marianne Hirsch (2019:
1-2) has pointed out, ‘collective memory has, in recent years, been weaponised for
conservative and even violent ends’, could the increasing influence of the far right in
Romania restore the type of patriarchal nationalist regime promoted both before and
during communism? Given that recent public opinion surveys show that more than
half of the country’s population has a positive perception of the communist regime
(INSCOP 2025), to what extent is this ultra-conservative message attuned to nostal-
gia for the old regime? Or, conversely, could the recent boom in state-socialist-era
gendered memories potentially have a transformational effect and elicit an intergen-
erational dialogue between the children of the decree and their own children? How
do mnemonic actors mobilise these memories to defend reproductive rights? These
guestions are addressed below.

Gendered memories of state socialism: between marginalisation
and redress

In the aftermath of the December 1989 revolution, memory politics was heavily
shaped by the anti-communist militancy of former political prisoners incarcerated
during the early stage of Soviet-style communist repression (Ciobanu 2021). Stereo-
typical public representations of women'’s experiences of political repression resulted
in the reification of ‘political victimhood as masculine’ (Haliuc 2013: 120).

However, since the 2000s this hegemonic heroic-masculinist narrative of the past
has coexisted with a more nostalgic view of state socialism, which shifted the fo-
cus from the elites and former political prisoners to ordinary people, and from early
communist Sovietisation to late nationalism communism. This primarily retrospective
nostalgia (Boym 2001) attempted to recuperate memories of a socialist childhood
(Mitroiu 2020). As the last generation that grew up under state socialism — the decree
generation (decretei) — entered adulthood, online platforms increasingly became the
preferred sites of memory-making and memory preservation. In an ironic twist, this
first post-socialist generation to become conversant with computer and internet tech-
nology used the latter to express their longing for a time when people enjoyed social
interaction through physical proximity (Petrescu 2017). Also known as the ‘latchkey
generation’ (due to a lack of adequate and sufficient childcare, many children spent
some after-school time by themselves in their state-socialist dwellings), they utilise
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social media platforms, particularly Facebook (FB), to assert their distinctive lived expe-
riences. These FB communities represent the voices of ordinary working-class people
who lived in state socialism (Pohrib 2019: 173-174).

Simultaneously, scholars and memory activists started to delve into the gendered
aspects of lived experiences. Women'’s recollections of late communism highlighted
a specific gender trauma shaped by forced motherhood and daily material struggles
(Gheo, Lungu 2008: 10). A few middle-class intellectual women were able to maintain
a sense of agency by clandestinely writing about their daily experiences (Mitroiu 2023).
The majority, however, managed to cope with daily challenges through women’s
support networks made up of neighbours, co-workers, and family members (Bucur,
Miroiu 2008: 94-97) as well as through intergenerational solidarity (Dobre 2020: 132).

But several studies seem to indicate both continuities and changes among different
generations of women regarding their perceptions of state socialism. For the women
who experienced girlhood or young womanhood in the 1980s, their recollections
embody the experience of ‘femininity under siege’ (Fatu-Tutoveanu 2015: 124). De-
spite the liberalisation of abortion in December 1989, the inhibitions and constraints
of the communist era still linger on. In fact, except for a few oral histories and inter-
views, the lived experiences of sexuality and motherhood did not overtly enter the
vernacular practices of remembering (Anton 2009).

Instead, it was through mediated artistic representations that the experience of
abortion and its intergenerational transmission was more bluntly presented to the
public. A major turning point was the release of Cristian Mungiu’s internationally
acclaimed movie 4 Months, 3 Weeks, 2 Days in 2007. Florin lepan’s documentary
Framing the Change: Children of the Decree enjoyed an equally powerful reception.
Contemporary women writers also portrayed in their novels the unspoken suffering
of ‘aborted motherhood’ (Marinescu 2022) and the ongoing unresolved ambivalence
of motherhood passed on to the children of the decree children and especially to their
daughters (Vlada 2021: 9). But these accounts reach out to a rather limited audience
confined to the urban educated middle-class segment.

However, increased internet access and engagement with social media (especially
Facebook), redefined the social and political landscape. Especially after the country’s
accession to the European Union in 2007, social media fostered increased civic en-
gagement and citizen mobilisation against government corruption, abuses, and social
injustices (Vasilendiuc, Bardan 2022). Digital sites are increasingly facilitating a type of
grassroots participation in the act of memory making, which seems to indicate that
a different mnemonic pattern is emerging. The large number of Facebook accounts
shapes what Andrew Hoskins describes as ‘the memory of the multitude’ grounded
in hyperconnectivity and readily available data, diminishing the legitimacy of the ‘for-
mer gatekeepers of memory’ (Hoskins 2018: 85-89). Such increased participation in
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the act of recasting the past creates communities of memory and empowers them
to project ownership over the historical narrative (Hirsch 2012: 240-242). By sharing
personal testimonies and transmitted memories, social media users transform digital
sites into living archives (Gibbons 2019).

A glance at the Facebook page of the Journal of the Decree, whose first post was
dated 26 June 2019 and the last one 12 July 2022, gathering 47,000 followers, seems
to suggest that victims, survivors, and the descendants of Decree 770 are finally com-
ing together to validate themselves as the agents of its transmitted memory. However,
because the digital arena is prone to gross misinformation and manipulation, the past
could easily be weaponised by illiberal anti-democratic actors pursuing a restorative
agenda. Several Facebook pages opened in 2023 that mix religious prayers, photos
of animals, and communist nostalgia. In only one year they gathered over 50 million
reactions (likes, shares and comments) (Carlugea 2024). Some of these sites openly
praise the benefits of a happy childhood during the ‘Golden Age’ — as Ceausescu’s
propaganda used to call his regime.® Somewhat similarly, in 2023, in an interview
on the demographic decline of the economically active population, the Minister of
Labour, Marius Budai, stated that it is false to think of these children as unwanted
(decretei) because they were born out of the love of their parents (Radu 2022). Other
sites illustrate a more complex range of conflicting attitudes towards the past, from
outright condemnation to reflective and restorative nostalgia, indicating the strug-
gles of the post-memory generation to make sense of divergent narratives (Petrescu,
Petrescu 2025).

Methodology and ethical issues

To analyse the issues raised above, | chose to conduct a qualitative analysis of the
posts, comments, and reactions associated with two articles posted on the Journal of
the Decree Facebook page. The first, ‘Sa nu tipi, Chiar daca doare, sa nu tipi’ (Don't
scream. Even if it hurts, don’t scream), was posted on 5 July 2019 and includes the
testimonies of women who had clandestine abortions. From 16 July 2019 to 16 Au-
gust 2019, it gathered 422 reactions, 65 comments, and 130 shares. This post clearly
indicates a living ideological polarisation over reproductive rights and sharp division
among those who condemn the past and those who express nostalgia for it. The
second post was triggered by Diana Mesesan’s article ‘Viata noastra sexuald a fost un

6 The Facebook site is named Trairi si Sclipiri (Feelings and Sparkles) and has 160,500 members. The post
— consisting of a poem praising childhood in communism and a photo of three beautiful, healthy-looking
children, taken from the famous movie of the era Ani de liceu (High School Years) — was uploaded on
16 May 2025.
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calvar’ (Our sex life was an ordeal) and was posted on 10 December 2021. Although
it generated fewer reactions — a total of 31 comments, 404 likes, and 116 shares from
10 December 2021 to 31 December 2021), it led to a genuine transgenerational dia-
logue between women. It stands out as a powerful example of how traumatic recol-
lections of personal stories create solidarity among women and increase awareness
of their rights and bodily autonomy. The information was accessed, collected, and
uploaded from 10 September 2025 to 28 December 2025. However, by April 2026,
when | tried to access the 31 comments, | discovered that they had been deleted
and replaced by 22 new posts. The language, themes, and sentiments incorporated
in the new posts depart significantly from the previous ones. They mirror the type of
polarisation over both the past and the present status of reproductive rights. In fact,
this seems to confirm that digital memory-making is a living and ongoing process
of creation, dismantling, and recreating memory archives without an end in sight.
What seems to characterise grassroots memory-making is its elusiveness and volatility.

Through manual coding, | pursued an inductive analysis at three levels.” The first
includes the dominant themes associated with the topics of abortion and sexuality,
which were identified in public comments and the replies posted on the Facebook
platform. The second refers to the framing of these themes through language pat-
terns. Finally, | consider how the emotions associated with the former are expressed
through strong adjectives and exclamation marks. Ultimately, | attempt to understand
how these ‘new forms of remembering and forgetting’ expressed on such platforms
(Bartoletti 2011: 82-11) shape the legacy of Decree 770 as part of the post-commu-
nist collective memory.

Given the sensitive nature of the personal stories shared by the users of these Face-
book platforms, | chose to anonymise their comments and ensure that their identity
is not revealed. Thus, this article follows established ethical guidelines and concerns
regarding social media research, acknowledging respect for the privacy and autono-
my of individuals and communities of social media users (Centre for Data, Culture &
Society 2021). | also approach ethical issues as contingent upon the specific context
of productive rights and choices, which involve unequal power relations (Gliniecka
2023: 1-11). In the section below, the analysed comments are anonymised and at-
tributed to one of the two articles — for example, Al is the comment below the post
‘Don’t scream...’, while A2 is the comment below the post sharing Diana Mesesan’s
article. Given the absence of the second set of comments addressed above, exact
publishing dates are not provided.

7 Al tools were also consulted to assist with identifying the main themes.
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Journal of the Decree: between healing and nostalgia

In 2018, when the ultimately unsuccessful referendum on banning same-sex mar-
riages was underway and its core supporters were also lobbying for abortion to be
banned (Norocel, Baluta 2023), Mihai Matei, a middle-age information technology
entrepreneur and civic activist, whose own mother barely survived an induced abor-
tion, posted on his Facebook page a call for users to share their stories. After hun-
dreds of people posted personal testimonies, the idea of the Journal of the Decree
came about (Avadani 2023). Matei reached out to the Bucharest-based NGO Center
for Independent Journalism and a team of reporters from the independent journal-
ism project Dela0.ro (Diana Oncioiu and Vlad Stoicescu), freelance journalists Octvian
Coman and Diana Mesesan from daily Libertatea were appointed.® They brought the
project to fruition in 2021. From October to December 2021, 14 multimedia pieces
were released in Romanian, English, and Hungarian. A historical section that combines
texts with images (photos and archival materials from different eras) delves into the
lengthy history of reproductive rights from pre-modern times until the communist era.
The latter era is presented in much detail and in a multifaceted manner. The gruesome
reality of the degree is narrated by posting images of the original decree, photos of
party officials, propaganda articles in the official media of the time (on divorce and
health), and especially details on the grim consequences of the decree — such as sta-
tistics on convictions for illegal pregnancy interruptions, maternal mortality, and the
disastrous situation in maternity hospitals. But the report also incorporates current
instances of criminalisation or attempts to criminalise abortion in different countries
and regions of the world. Their goal is to look into the future: “We want to find out
and understand. About yesterday, about today, but especially about tomorrow’, states
the project website. The fourteen articles mix a variety of topics that cover both the
communist past — illegal abortions, orphanages, the role of the secret police, sex life
— and the present, referring to official government attempts to implement pro-na-
talist policies, deficient natal care, women’s inability to access abortion services, the
lack of sex education. Experts’ opinions are personalised by vivid, graphic, and grue-
some testimonies of the decree’s victims and survivors (women and their children,
abandoned children, doctors).

But how do these stories resonate with the digital public? How do different demo-
graphic groups — those who lived through the decree era and chose to transmit their
memories to the next generation (mostly from mothers to daughters) — rationalise
and interpret them? And to what extent could this intergenerational dialogue help
women overcome the gendered traumas of state-socialist pronatalist policies? Since

8 Information about the project is available at: https://jurnalul-decretului.ro/despre-proiect.
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abortion is a highly morally and politically contested topic in Romania and elsewhere,
how is the ideological divide between the proponents of ‘pro-life’ and ‘pro-choice’
articulated on this digital site? How do these two segments of the audience engage
with the politics of the present and the memories of the past to frame reproductive
rights? By analysing reflections on the two posts discussed earlier through the lenses
of a qualitative content analysis, some tentative answers will be provided.

The Facebook post ‘Don’t scream, even if it hurts, don't scream’ is based on an
interview with a 59-year-old TV producer (R). Her mother-in-law’s apartment was
used as a secret location where illegal abortions were performed by doctors. Recol-
lections of the place and time bring back the pain and the fear experienced by all the
parties involved (the doctor, the host/intermediary, and the woman): ‘If you shout, if
they found out, we all end up in jail’, recollects the interviewee. Such fear was com-
mon in the apartments of the grey socialist buildings of the ‘Golden Age’. ‘The living
room was transformed into a gynaecological office! Not to die was a privilege!’ This
chilling testimony speaks to historical gendered trauma, which represents the first
major theme expressed through the users’ comments. A total of eight testimonies
recollect the tragic stories of women who died because of botched abortions or ex-
perienced severe haemorrhages after being denied medical care. One narrative be-
longs to a medical doctor who worked in a textile factory, who tried to save women
and protect them from the authorities (11, 14 August 2019). These stories generate
powerful reactions ranging from empathy, pity for what women lived through, praise
for the women'’s courage to defy the regime, and words of remembrance coined in
religious terms: ‘God have mercy on their souls’ (A1, 12 August 2019). This bodily
trauma is intertwined with the psychological trauma that women and their families
lived through during the decree era, characterised by a fear of being under constant
surveillance and the secrecy of pregnancy terminations.

The second principal theme articulates reproductive rights from a moral and re-
ligious perspective. Accordingly, abortion is a sin, and the women who underwent
abortion are labelled as sinners and criminals. Unlike those who condemned the im-
position of motherhood by the communist regime, they frame it as an unquestiona-
ble moral and religious duty. Thus, the actual guilt lies with women themselves and
not with the state-socialist regime. In response to those who recollect the lack of
access to proper childcare and basic goods under state socialism, one user replies:
‘This is the most ridiculous excuse to kill children. Then you become the murderer of
your own children.” (R1, 9 August 2019) For R1 and others, raising children during
the difficult circumstances of the 1980s was a worthwhile sacrifice. Such comments
reflect deeply polarised ideological positions. Against the feelings of empathy for
the women who died and suffered, one person responds that ‘a real sin is to expect
others to live like you’, i.e. to express solidarity with women who interrupted their
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pregnancies (L1, 10 August 2019). The way these two themes are framed also in-
dicates a dichotomy to how Facebook users reflect on the past through the lens of
the present. Those who adhere to the historical trauma theme emphasise ongoing
systemic gender discrimination and its legacy in post-socialism, i.e. the lack of sex
education and contraception. Misogyny is internalised as a political issue: ‘then and
now...women are second-class citizens’ (H1, 9 August 2019). Two comments also
describe women’s dehumanisation by the communist regime by making an analogy
with breeding cows and breeding stock (M1, 11 August 2019; P1, 12 August 2019).
In contrast, those who condemn abortion express nostalgia for the security (real or
imaginary) offered by the state-socialist system: ‘during communism everyone had
a job and a place to stay’ (C1, 14 August 2019). As a counterbalance to nostalgia,
a shared community of memory rooted in collective suffering evolves among those
who condemn pro-natalist socialism: ‘All the women who lived in those times have
something to tell us.” (M1, 16 August 2019)

At the level of sentiment, these tense exchanges reveal negative emotions that
indicate an ongoing process of reckoning with the traumatic past. Feelings of grief,
anger, and solidarity clash with an ideological backlash. Against the latter, one male
user, for instance, responded with crude insulting words, such as ‘idiots’, ‘fools’, and
‘stupid’ (T1, 10 July 2019). This reaction illustrates the irreconcilable antagonism be-
tween the proponents of the two themes and indicates that digital platforms are
simultaneously sites of remembrance and of ideological struggles.

The article ‘Our Sex Life Was an Ordeal’ addresses the trauma of women and sex
life under communism from an intergenerational perspective. Above the article’s ti-
tle, an illustration attributed to Roman Gavrila prepares readers for the extraordinary
stories of pain, frustration, and injuries they are about to read. A woman with red
hair in a red dress holds a bouquet of red flowers in her hand. The presence of the
blood that seems to be dripping from her left hand amplifies the tension in the room.
Her left hand is raised as she appears to reject her husband’s attempts to comfort
or maybe seduce her. Her whole posture shows pain and loneliness. A photo on the
wall shows her together with her three children dressed in pioneer uniforms worn
by middle school children on special occasions. Their expressions are bleak and do
not project any emotions or a particular image of a happy family. This impersonal
(almost robotic) image contrasts sharply with the official propaganda of the 1980s
that praised the fulfilment of women as mothers and the family as the basis of the
state-socialist system. The illustration and the article are accompanied by a post
summarising the author’s interviews with women and adds an explanatory layer
to the image: ‘Sex was dangerous (...) If you got pregnant, it was your problem. If
your husband left you, it was your fault. (...) The only advice from your parents was:
don’t bring shame on us’ (Jurnalul Decretului, 2021). The interviews included in the
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article are supplemented with statements from specialists on matters of family rela-
tionships and sexuality. For example, Adriana Baban’'s 1996 study of sex life in state
socialism based on fifty interviews with women shows that forty of them had illegal
abortions, only five were able to find contraceptives on the black market, and just
one recalled her sexual experience as enjoyable (see also Baban, David 1994). Psy-
chotherapist Catalina Hetel argues that a lack of partnership and genuine intimacy in
sex life under socialism is reflected today in the dysfunctional relationships between
those mothers and their children (Jurnalul Decretului 2021). Most daughters lack any
memories of their mothers as wives and have a hard time finding their own path af-
ter they become mothers themselves.

The prevailing themes that emerge throughout the thirty-one comments posted
under this Facebook contribution are consistent with the above analysis. Two inter-
related themes — the collective trauma experienced by women and its transmission
to the next generation — are almost unanimously framed by the platform’s users
through the lens of gender inequality. The explicit expression of strong emotions such
as ‘collective trauma’ (A2, 2021), ‘the drama of women at the time’ (B2, 2021), ‘tor-
menting times’ (C2, 2021), together with intimate testimonies of the lived experience
of the loss of bodily control and shame, are clear indicators of a commonly shared
experience of humiliation and suffering. These deeply disturbing injuries, cohesive-
ly articulated, are not relegated to the past but serve as forces actively shaping the
present. The recurring theme of transgenerational trauma is described in comments
as the 'lingering effects that many women still resent’ (D2, 2021), as ‘traumas that roll
from generation to generation’ (E2, 2021), or plainly as ‘transgenerational traumas’.

However, although re-constructing the trauma of the past generates such powerful
emotions, the counter-theme of healing further reinforces the bonds between the two
generations of women. Healing is framed as both a duty to understand the past and
a moral duty to move forward and to break this cycle. The following comments are
significant: ‘the young generation has no idea what women went through in those
times’ (F2, 2021); ‘It's very hard to understand these things if you are not told about
them’ (G2, 2021); 'l was growing up like this for thirty-two years (...) the barriers are
still there (...) although the cage is gone’ (H2, 2021); ‘It is up to us, women, to heal
from our mothers’ trauma and to raise our daughters as happy and fulfilled women’
(12, 2021). These comments indicate that the strong ‘living connection’ between moth-
ers and daughters is characterised ‘by an uneasy oscillation between continuity and
rupture’ (Hirsch 2012: 6). As one user puts it: ‘These traumas are all inside us, and it
is good to know our mothers’ lives, so we can understand and heal ourselves.’ (J2,
2021) But overall, there is a sense of relief and that it is only through empathy that
genuine understanding can be achieved, which, in turn, could pre-empt nostalgia for
communism. These feelings of relief and healing are amplified by comments that call
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for awareness and collective action. One user noticed the lack of any male audience
on this platform of remembering: ‘[It] would be interesting to know a gentleman’s
opinion of that era...The article should be written in red letters and distributed to
those who claim, [everything] was better before’ (K2, 2021). In other words, unless
this past is not rejected by everyone (including those who contributed to women'’s
individual traumas), there is no guarantee it will not be repeated.

The frequency of the concepts presented above (trauma, women, mothers, gen-
erations, healing) indicates that the memory archive built around the post ‘Our sex
life was an ordeal’ validates women’s experiences of restricted reproductive rights,
resulting from Decree 770. Moreover, the critique of unequal power relations between
men and women — then and now — frames and attempts to counter repressed feel-
ings of shame, anger, and imposed silence over personal stories of death, unwanted
pregnancies, and societal prejudice. One testimony stands out: A contributor lost her
loving mother to a botched abortion, and her childhood was haunted by shame. To
protect the family honour (because her mother’s pregnancy was the result of an ex-
tramarital affair), her family persuaded the local authorities to attribute her death in
the official death certificate to cardiac arrest. Only much later did she learn that her
father was also physically abusive (M2, 2021).

At the level of sentiment, we can distinguish a combination of negative feelings
towards the past and solidarity built through empathy among the members of the
Facebook platform, who almost unanimously express gratitude and thanks to Diana
Mesesan, the journalist who authored the post. As a result, a third feeling — of hope
for the future — is added to the sum of such strong emotions. By remembering De-
cree 770 as a historical injustice, this memory community shows the potential that
women’s shared memories of repression can have for activist mobilisation towards
progressive change (Rigney 2018; Altinay et al. 2019). However, given the country’s
current turn in a highly conservative and illiberal direction and the utilisation of digital
sites by its advocates for spreading disinformation and promoting communist nostal-
gia, one should be cautious about further generalisations.

Concluding remarks

Ultimately, the analysis of the two Facebook sites indicates that there exist two prin-
cipal and competing versions of remembering women'’s lives (and especially the re-
productive aspects) under state socialism. First, remembering becomes a grassroots
participatory activity that gives women the opportunity to speak without inhibitions
about intimate aspects of their lives, which have been repressed for a long time. By
acknowledging the unique gendered experiences, women seek both agency and
recognition. However, in contrast to other groups victimised by communism, women
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do not require material restitution. For them, acknowledgement means reparatory
justice, which could potentially influence systemic change in the status of women.
Second, sensitive issues like abortion, motherhood, and family life are easily prone to
nostalgic recollections, which are partially rooted in the current dissatisfaction with
the present capitalist global order. For the most part, the Facebook users (especially
those commenting on the ‘Don’t cry..." article) who condemn abortion and the wom-
en who choose[chose] to have one are also praising the securities and benefits that
state socialism provided for families.

While the first mnemonic trend could provide some grounds for considering the
transformative potential of memory-making for promoting women's rights, the latter
raises some scepticism about whether the former may prevail. As described earlier,
the current transnational rise of anti-globalist, far-right political and cultural actors,
to which Romania is not immune, is strongly advocating for a return to traditional
patriarchal values. In September 2025, two former deputies of the far-right Partidul
Oamenilor Tineri (Party of Young People) attempted to introduce a bill that would
have imposed further legal restrictions on abortion (Mamula 2025). However, this
initiative did not gain significant support among MPs and was swiftly criticised by civil
society activists, including those involved in the Journal of the Decree.

This unsuccessful attempt leads us to conclude[lt can be concluded from this un-
successful attempt] that although grassroots memory-making does not necessarily
preclude restorative trends (both societal and political), it could mobilise against the
further backsliding of reproductive rights. The Romanian case shows that memory
activism can potentially be utilised as a tool of resistance to worldwide far-right, an-
ti-genderist politics and their use of social media platforms for disinformation and
manipulation.
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Abstract: The paper examines the changes in street names honouring women who were
active in the workers’ movement in Hungary. It traces the urban memory of one eminent
figure, Anna Koltéi, across the main historical waves of street (re-)namings in Budapest be-
tween 1945 and 2022. Amidst the commemorations of socialist martyrs after the war, several
streets were named after Koltoi. The early 1990s saw the restoration of pre-war names, thus
erasing her name from the inner districts of Budapest. In the recent memory politics after
2010, some districts continued to replace Koltéi’'s name, while others restored it. Situating
the analysis in the scholarship of post-socialist gender labour, | interrogate the ambivalent
visibility and acknowledgement of socialist women. | reconstruct the arguments put forward
in the proposals and debates over changing street names that took place in the Budapest
City Council and the local district governments. | show that just as after the war stakeholders
emphasised Koltéi's participation in the workers’” movement, in the early 1990s her name
was associated with communism. Recent efforts to restore Koltdi's memory have sought to
emphasise her activism for women'’s rights as well as social democracy (as opposed to both
conservativism and communism), doing so in order to make a political statement. The paper
thus contributes to a critical analysis of women's exclusion and inclusion in the memory pol-
itics of different regimes.
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Naming streets after women

This paper examines the social processes of naming (and re-naming) streets com-
memorating socialist women in Hungary after the Second World War. | trace the use
of female figures’ names for street names in Budapest between 1945 and 2022 and
provide insights into women'’s ambiguous representation. | focus on the memory pol-
itics of one central figure, Anna Koltéi, as a case study and include a few others (Eva
Kallai, Erika Szeles) to provide comparative context. Mapping out women'’s past and
present urban visibility and the socio-political background of (re-)naming practices,
l identify the arguments mobilised in the debates at historical turning points. The actu-
al processes of decision-making always involved an interpretation of the women'’s bi-
ographies and served political purposes depending on the changing historical context.

The research is driven by the question of how socialist and feminist values have
been translated into the urban landscape of post-socialist cities. Although historical,
this question is more timely than ever in the current neoliberal socio-economic con-
text (Rose-Redwood 2011; Rusu 2021a: 282), as it interrogates the dynamic relations
between feminist, socialist, and neoliberal values and how they have been reinter-
preted in political processes like street naming decisions. Street naming practices have
continued to the present day and feature more and more women. To what extent
this visibility is sending feminist messages is still an open question, as some names
of non-communist, nationalist, or conservative female figures have re-appeared (see
Walkowiak, Rutkiewicz-Hanczewska 2023). Embedded in a historical comparison, the
research question is twofold: To what extent were socialist women acknowledged as
women, not just workers, after the war and in state socialism? And to what extent
are they acknowledged today for their socialism? The research can thus contribute to
a nuanced understanding of the relationship between socialism and feminism, both
as historical movements and as contemporary ideologies.

Socialism and feminism are contested concepts with complex histories that play
a central role in this paper. Since the beginning of the 20th century, activist women
have had divergent views on women'’s rights and their compatibility with communism
and liberal democracy (Lérand 2025). Although many of them rejected the label, they
often shared the principles of their self-proclaimed feminist contemporaries (Lérand
2024: 55). In the Hungarian discourse, the Feminists’ Association was often viewed
as prioritising bourgeois women over workers, especially when it came to census
suffrage (see Gardos 2024: 64). Some right-wing women also supported women'’s
suffrage and education (Szapor 2025). Further, socialist politics, from the level of the
trade union to the state, prioritised class struggle and remained masculinist (Cagatay
et al. 2025: 186, 484-484; Sharp et al. 2022). Taking these into consideration, with-
out applying the term to people distancing themselves from the label, | only use
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feminism’ to describe the values that recognise women’s systemic oppression and
advocate for women'’s rights (the ‘minimal consensus’ in Lérand et al. 2024: 5-6).
| refer to union organisers like Koltéi as women'’s rights activists.

As for ‘socialist” as an umbrella term, | follow Cagatay et al.'s definition (2025:
10) of it as "the world view informing the politics and activism of all left-wing move-
ments and organizations other than anarchist-oriented ones, before ca. 1917, includ-
ing social democratic movements and the precursors of the communist movement'”.
‘Communist’ politics are specifically oriented towards instant transformation and
working class—based power; the distinction from social democracy will be discussed
later. | refer to the existing political regime as state socialism. Because place names
express the value systems of regimes (Szivés 2021: 199), referencing ‘feminist and
socialist values' allows me to point to elements | identify as feminist and socialist in
discourses and activities.

The Introduction to Women’s Labour Activism in Eastern Europe and Beyond opens
with a discussion of Anna Koltéi in the context of the legacy and memory of the
women'’s labour movement. It asserts that ‘the region experienced frequent political
rupture, numerous shifts of borders and multiple regime changes. Even the tiny de-
tail of the street-naming policies around Anna Koltoi in the Hungarian capital sym-
bolizes these changes’ (Cagatay et al. 2025: 60). The present article foregrounds this
‘tiny detail’ and traces street renamings in the context of gendered labour memory
politics from the post-war period up until today.

Street naming practices in Hungary, 1945-2022

My analysis focuses on three main waves of street renaming practices in Hungary.
As for periodisation, first | identified six main waves, flagged by major historical and
administrative milestones: 1945, 1950, 1956, 1990, 2010, and 2020. Budapest has
become a city with an exceptionally high rate of street name changes, occurring in
waves of re- (and de-)canonisation, compared not only to Paris and London but also
to other Hungarian towns (Palonen 2003). The waves of changes generated either
an increase or a decrease in streets named after socialist women, and most changes
were politically-ideologically driven and aimed at re-canonisation. Nevertheless, the
enlargement of Budapest in 1950 with towns in the suburbs generated the need for
street name changes for administrative reasons. The related regulations were final-
ised in the late 1970s (Takats 1985). Below, | limit my focus to 1945, 1990, and the
most recent period, under the right-wing governments of the Fidesz Party (focusing
specifically on 2011 and 2021).

Across Eastern Europe, the year 1945 was marked by the proliferation of streets
named after figures in the workers’ movement. Budapest was an eminent case: in
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just the short democratic period before the communist takeover in 1948, more than
1,100 streets got new names (Takats 1985: 301). As Erika Szivods (2021: 206) argues,
the speed and volume of re-naming in Budapest demonstrates the symbolic power
of street naming. She notes that among the first measures, after the annulment of
the Jewish Laws, was the creation of a committee for street name revisions already
in July 1945, when the city was still missing basic infrastructure. Political-ideologi-
cal motives appeared as early as 1946 with Soviet pressure to honour the Red Army
with new street names. A new canon was formed, commemorating not only political
predecessors, but also specific historical, artistic, and literary figures (Palonen 2003;
Szivds 2021; Takats 1985: 300-301).

Systematic statistics are still not available on the exact number and proportion of
streets named after women at specific historical moments in Budapest. However,
there is no question that real women'’s names on street signs became more visible
right after the war and throughout the state-socialist period from 1948 on, com-
memorating women in unprecedented numbers next to men, as they were also
active in the communist and workers’ movements.' In fact, the replacement of pre-
vious female names (such as that of clerical or royal figures like Maria Theresa) was
politically motivated.

Giving official names to public places in Hungary historically lies within the author-
ity of each town; however, in Budapest the question of jurisdiction is complicated
by the capital’s district system. Not only did the number and territory boundaries of
districts undergo changes,? but their level of autonomy did, too. In practice, districts
initiated (and debated) the proposed name change that either they or the Budapest
City Council decided on. In the 1960s, Budapest had a street name committee in
the City Council, with delegates from different institutions, including the Linguistic
Institute of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences and the Party History Institute (Szivés
2021: 209). The districts also had their own street name committees with the right
to submit a proposal and these included representatives of the Women’s Council as
well (Takats 1985: 303, 314 n. 71).

The political-economic transformations of the early 1990s led to a new wave of
re-naming public spaces. In Budapest alone, 650 street names were changed between
1989 and 1992 (Szivds 2021: 210); 40% of the streets renamed in Budapest at the
time actually saw their name restored to what it had originally been before the name

"In the Romanian town Sibiu, about which we have accurate data, the highest proportion of streets
with women'’s names ever recorded was in 1948 at 7% (which had shrunk to 1.6% by 2020; see Rusu
2022: 19).

2 From 1930, Budapest had 14 districts, and after the enlargement in 1950, 22. The last administrative
restructuring in 1994 resulted in the formation of 23 local district governments.
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changes that occurred after 1945, and this figure rises to 73% when it comes to the
city centre (Palonen 2003). Replacing communist street names with names from the
Habsburg era might have been intended as de-politicisation, but it in fact worked
as re-canonisation (Palonen 2003: 158). This wave affected the women connected
to leftist political movements, whose names had also been erased (Gelnarova, Petd
2016: 79). However, like in the earlier state-socialist period, the post-socialist erasure
of socialist women’s names often replaced them with other, typically not political,
female names: old ones like restored Habsburg names, or new ones, typically of ac-
tresses like Edit Domjan (see Palonen 2003: 156; for very similar Polish tendencies,
see Walkowiak 2018: 347).

Socialist women’s names continue to re-emerge in street naming to the present
day: after the Fidesz takeover in 2010, some districts in Budapest erased the names
of female socialists in some places, while restored them in others. In 2010 there was
also a change in the administrative practice of street naming: instead of a specific
committee devoted to naming questions, the new practice was for one of the de-
partments of the City Council to revise the district proposals and for the Budapest
Mayor to bring forward suggestions for the General Assembly to vote on. As | discuss
later, in the early 2020s new female names, including socialist women’s, appeared
in some Budapest districts led by opposition parties. My temporal scope of investi-
gation ends in 2022, before a realistic opposition alternative to Fidesz would have
emerged. According to the latest data, 11% of Budapest streets named after actual
people (the so-called eponymous names) are female names (Budapest street names
data visualisation 2023). In international comparison, this is not a low rate (for exam-
ple, we see lower rates in Bucharest, Sibiu, Vienna, Rome, and Paris, similar rates in
Warsaw, and higher ones in Hamburg; see Rusu 2022).

Feminism, critical toponymy, and post-socialism

Examining the practices of naming streets after socialist women lies at the conjunc-
tion of socialist, feminist, and urban historiography. From the reconstruction of the
processes of naming streets after communist women, specific herstories unfold,
which, | argue, make us interrogate not only the public memory of women in the ur-
ban landscape, but also the contested relationship between feminism and socialism.

Examining women’s public in/visibility in street names shows the gender power
dynamics that are reflective of the changing historical-political landscape. The social
scientific examination of female street names is informed by the field of critical to-
ponymy, which examines the names of places in the context of naming as a social
process. Critical toponymy understands urban memory in general, and public naming
processes in particular, as the outcome of symbolic, political, and economical power
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struggles (Palonen 2003, 2006; Rose-Redwood 2011; Rusu 2021a, 2022; Szivés 2021;
Walkowiak, Rutkiewicz-Hanczewska 2023). Public place names operate as ‘barom-
eters’ of the values and historical narratives of political regimes. With new names,
streets make the new symbols an inevitable part of everyday life, symbolically taking
over and re-coding places (Szivos 2021: 199). The Eastern European scholarship of
critical toponymy records how the changes of street names (hodonyms) reflect the
specific histories of the region, including the fall of state socialism, ethnic-national
diversity, and changing state borders (Palonen 2003, 2006; Rusu 2021a). While au-
thors agree on the vast scale and influence of authoritarian periods, including state
socialism, some, like Szivés (2021), also point to the room to manoeuvre in negoti-
ating specific place names.

In the study of female street names, several (non-exclusive) research directions are
possible. Walkowiak and Rutkiewicz-Hanczewska (2023: 213) identify three main
objectives: quantitative, qualitative, and ideological ones. Studies thus aim to re-
construct the (changing) number and ratio of streets named after women (see also
Rusu 2022). In Poland, for example, 14% of new individual namesakes were female,
including literary characters (Walkowiak 2018: 347). Beyond numbers, literature on
memory politics analyses the national pantheon by examining the very figures com-
memorated in street names (Palonen 2003; Walkowiak 2018). Finally, studies identify
‘the agents involved in the naming wars, as well as the driving forces responsible for
the inner dynamics of the debate’ (Walkowiak, Rutkiewicz-Hanczewska 2023: 213).

Studies with a feminist perspective in the Eastern European context provide region-
al analyses of urban landscapes and of the underrepresentation of women in street
names. They note that politically active women of the modern era have especially
been sidelined (Palonen 2003: 156). However, in my view, these studies do not give
adequate attention to the ambiguities of the post-socialist transformation in their in-
quiry, assuming increasing democratisation and gender equality. Although identifying
the ‘qualitative objective’ beyond the numerical representation of women, the exten-
sive research on female names in public places in Polish cities situates the question in
the context of a contemporary conservative governance vis-a-vis recent global move-
ments towards gender parity (Walkowiak 2018; Walkowiak, Rutkiewicz-Hanczewska
2023). A diachronic examination of a Romanian city’s female street names is framed
in identity politics, but without critically engaging with it as a viable feminist agenda
(Rusu 2022). Notwithstanding their important contributions, scholarship is missing the
chance to use the regional transformations as a lens through which the competing
democratisation projects of socialism and neoliberal capitalism, which both claim to
represent women, could be critically analysed.

In contrast, my approach explores the question of female street names in gender
labour history in general, and (post-)socialist feminist historiography in particular. | ar-
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gue that in the Eastern European context socialist women'’s historically shifting urban
visibility complicates the question of gender equality beyond the contemporary com-
petition of Western-led feminist and national conservative narratives. The question of
women'’s urban visibility feeds into the examination of the complicated relationship
between socialism and feminism. It entails the fundamental questions of gender la-
bour scholarship (Cagatay et al. 2025; Gelnarova, Fouskova 2016; Lérand et al. 2024,
Pet6 2005; Zimmermann 2014): how to evaluate women'’s rights and visibility in state
socialism? Reconstructing the position of women at the time, how can we find a bal-
ance between the anti-communist versus the feminist revisionist paradigms? These
two paradigms, though often lacking full historical contextualisation and reflexivity,
continue to inform scholarship on women in socialism both as a movement and as a
political regime (Cagatay et al. 2024: 52-54). The anti-communist approach empha-
sises the limited agency of women and women’s movements under state-socialist
rule, while often ignoring important activities and advances. Feminist revisionism, on
the other hand, risking a celebratory undertone, draws attention to the unprecedent-
ed surge in women's rights and power in state socialism, followed by their serious
restriction in many ways under neoliberal capitalism. | consider the debate between
the two paradigms a useful framework for analysing memory politics, including the
remasculinisation of the public sphere in post-socialism (Stariczak-Wislicz 2024).

After 1945, parties, including the communists, were appealing to the new voter
base of women. Despite empowering policies and structures, even activist women
were marginalised by sexist-traditionalist views inside socialist party organisations, in-
cluding councils. Women'’s contributions to political developments (including suffrage
in 1918) have been sidelined in historiography, contributing to a distorted memory of
socialist women in Hungary (Sharp et al. 2022: 110, 119; Zimmermann 2014). Informed
by this theoretical framing, this paper addresses the complexity of socialist women’s
visibility under state socialism. Further, it mobilises the two paradigms in the context
of these women's contemporary memory. It seeks to answer the specific question as
to what extent socialism and feminism were acknowledged in the commemorative
practices of naming Budapest streets after a socialist-unionist woman, Anna Koltéi,
in different time periods since the end of the Second World War.

Methods

The analysis is centred on the processes of the commemoration of one figure, Anna
Koltdi, as a case study and an eminent example of the shifts characterising the main
historical waves. Streets were already named after her in 1946 and were changed in
1990 and again in 2021. Other female figures (like Eva Kallai and Erika Szeles) were
often treated together with her and the same way as her, while specific contexts —
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the 1956 revolution in particular — shaped the memory politics around these names
differently. Owing to word limits here, these figures will only be mentioned in terms
of their similarity or contrast to Koltoi. | will limit my discussion to one particular area
of Budapest, the inner District 8 called Jozsefvaros (literally ‘Joseph town’), where
most of the (re-)namings concerning Kolt6i were taking place, even though Koltéi
Anna streets® also existed in other, outer districts of Budapest at some points in time
during the period covered.

As this paper aims to reconstruct the agents and debates in naming practices (the
‘ideological objective’ in Walkowiak and Rutkiewicz-Hanczewska 2023), | examined
the official records of the proposals, debates, and resolutions. On the capital city,
my main sources are the minutes and resolutions of the Budapest General Assembly
between 1945 and 2022 (depending on the historical period, the exact name of the
body changed a few times).* On the districts, my main sources are the minutes from
the discussions of proposals and debates in the general assemblies of the districts’
local governments (whose names also changed) between 1945 and 2022, especial-
ly minutes from District 8.> | searched for all the debates and resolutions on street
naming that concerned Koltéi in the given period. Using a thematic analysis of these
texts focused on the adjectives and nouns attributed to Koltéi, | reconstructed how
she was described as a woman, a women'’s rights activist, a unionist, and a social
democrat, respectively.

Further sources consulted were street name lexicons, often with biographical en-
tries (see Figure 1 for an example; Buza et al. 1998; Gergely et al. 1973). Communist
biographies (e.g. Baké 1975), a thriving genre in state-socialist Hungary, provide a
glance at how figures, including women, active in the workers’ movement were por-
trayed (Zimmermann 2014). | checked offline maps and their indices as well as online
dynamic map visualisations to track the changes in public place names.

3 In the Hungarian order of names, the family name comes first; therefore a street named after Anna
Koltdi is officially Koltoi Anna utca.

4 Budapest F6varosi Kozgylilés torvényhatdsdgi bizottsdga 1873-1949, Budapest Févarosi Tandcs
1950-1990, Budapest Févarosi Kozgydilés 1990-. For practical reasons, in this paper | refer to to all
the versions of this government body as the Budapest General Assembly of the City Council. Minutes
and resolutions before 1990 are available from the Budapest City Archive and can be accessed on two
online historical databases, Arcanum and Hungaricana. For the period between 1945 and 1947, relevant
for section 5, the minutes of the General Assembly have also been published in the Official Budapest
Gazette (F6varosi KozIony). The minutes after 1990 are available through the portal Budapest.hu.

> The minutes and resolutions of district local governments after 1990 are selectively available on the
district websites, mostly from the early 2000s, and they are not displayed according to any consistent,
unified system. For the period after 2010, | was able to access most of the minutes and resolutions of
District 8 (Jozsefvaros) and District 21 (Csepel) on the district websites Jozsefvaros.hu and Csepel.hu,
respectively.
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The scope of my investigation is limited, mainly in terms of comparisons, as this is
the first study from a larger research project. This paper focuses on one female figure,
Anna Koltéi, and discusses how she was portrayed in the debates around 1945, 1990,
and 2020. Future research will systematically compare the debates about naming
streets after male and female public figures.® Further comparative analysis could also
discuss how women not associated with socialism were portrayed in these debates.
With access to comprehensive, sex-disaggregated data on public places in Budapest
on a historical scale, a quantitative analysis (following Rusu 2021b) could reveal the
changing number and proportion of relevant namesakes.

The new urban memory landscape after the war

Anna Koltoéi

Anna Koltoi (1891-1944), formerly Zeller and Kristof, was born out of wedlock to a
single mother. Koltoi worked from her teens, first as a domestic servant, then as a
metal factory worker (Bakd 1975: 340-341; Gergely et al. 1973: 109). She took lead-
ership positions in the social democratic women’s movement as an organiser in the
union. In this role, she was a delegate to the Board of the Hungarian Social Insurance
Institution (OT/) (Cagatay et al. 2025: 57-60). During the short-lived Hungarian So-
viet Republic, Koltéi as trade union trustee was responsible for public supply of food
and clothing. After 1920, she was imprisoned for two years for her activities. Koltéi
became a member of the Budapest City Council in 1941, when a representative had
to resign. On 17 October 1944, members of the Hungarian national socialist Arrow
Cross Party shot her in the head at the door of her house in Maria-Terézia tér.

The commemoration of Anna Koltéi as a social democrat was first embraced by
the Social Democratic Party soon after the war. Demonstrating the complexity of
the memory politics of socialist women, her public remembrance continued with the
communist takeover in 1948 and throughout state socialism, despite political rup-
tures. The social democrats not only looked for a compromise with the Horthy rule,
differentiating themselves from the communists, they also sidelined women'’s issues
even inside the party institutional framework (Lérand 2024: 56).

One of the first commemorative events took place in June 1945. It referenced Koltéi
and other activists as martyr women (Népszava 1945). In 1946, the hospital of the
Social Insurance Institution (OTJ) in the building next to Koltéi's former workplace,
was named after her. Several institutions and informal groups also took her name
during state socialism (Feitl 2024). This shows not only the remarkable role her fig-

& | thank the reviewers and Cristina Rat for drawing my attention to this.
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Figure 1. Photo of Anna Koltéi and her entry in a 1973
street name lexicon (Gergely et al. 1973: 109)

Source: Author

ure played in the memory politics of the period, but also that the democratic years
before 1948 mark both a rupture and a transition (Lérand 2025). Between 1946 and
1948, streets across the country were named after Koltéi. Five small towns around
Budapest (including Csepel), which became new districts of the enlarged capital in
1950, also each gave Koltéi's name to one of their streets (Budapest Févarosi Onko-
rmanyzat 2023).

Since 1945 Koltéi has been commemorated in the Budapest City Council in various
ways, such as the placing of a wreath on her grave. On 28 November 1945, at the
inaugural sitting of the City General Assembly, Kolt6i was remembered by a repre-
sentative of the Social Democratic Party as a former assembly member together with
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Mrs Pal Knurr (née Anna Kovacs), and both were recalled as ‘two fine fighters, two
proletarian women, who came here from the factories and were fighting for their
woman siblings’”. Next year, Arpad Szakasits, a respected figure, President of the So-
cial Democratic Party, de facto interim mayor of Budapest, and soon-to-be President
of the Republic, proposed commemorating the anniversary of Koltéi's ‘martyr death’
(Budapest Févarosi Kozgytilés 1946b, no. 500).

The first proposal to honour Koltéi with a public place name is documented from
6 March 1946 (Budapest Févarosi Kozgydilés 1946a: 390). The City General Assem-
bly discussed the proposal to rename Maria-Terézia tér (a square named after the
Habsburg Maria Theresa), where Koltéi lived and died. The social democratic coun-
cillor who proposed the renaming of four streets in District 8 called Koltéi ‘a martyr
woman of justice and freedom’, who was killed by the ‘fascist mob’ merely for the
‘sin of speaking up for love for humanity, justice, and freedom’.® In five days, the
proposal was accepted by the mayor and sent to the Budapest Public Works Council
(Févarosi Kbzmunkak Tandcsa), the body responsible for naming public places in the
capital at that time.

At a meeting on 16 May 1947, the Budapest Public Works Council passed a reso-
lution stating that instead of the proposed Maria-Terézia tér, Magdolna utca would
be changed to Kolt6i Anna utca (Budapest Févarosi Kozgy(lés 1947: 594). | could not
find any justification for or comment as to why this change was to be made. Mag-
dolna utca runs from Koltoi's house through the metalworkers’ union headquarters
to her OTIl workplace. The street name references the common female name Mag-
dolna for the Biblical figure Maria Magdalena, a follower of Jesus. Magdolna utca is
documented in the German form Magdalenen Gasse as early as 1817, and later in the
Hungarian form Magdolna utca in 1874. In 1947, it was named for Koltéi Anna utca
(and, as | will discuss, on 25 April 1991, it was renamed again for Magdolna utca). In
1951, Maria Theresa square was renamed after Mihaly Horvath, a priest and teacher
active in the 1848 revolution. Anna Kolt6i was not mentioned in that discussion® or in
any other from the 1950s through to the 1990s. As the Social Democratic Party was
facing destruction by the communists, and members like President Arpad Szakasits
were falling victim to the show trials of the 1950s, Koltdi was easily appropriated in
the cultural memory.

7 *Knurr Palné és Koltoi Anna, a két derék harcos, a két proletarasszony, akik a gyarakbdl jottek ide és
harcoltak az asszonytestvéreikért’ (Sandor Millok, see Budapest Févarosi Kozgydlés 1945, no. 136.)
| thank the Reviewers for their help in the precise translation. If not stated otherwise, translations are
provided by the author.

8 Gyula Dabronaki (Budapest Févarosi Kozgy(lés 1946a: 390)

° HU BFL XXII1.102.a.1, 1951: 29.
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The 1956 revolution

Street name changes continued throughout the state-socialist period. The main turn-
ing points are reflected in the changes commemorating Stalin in Budapest’s hodo-
nyms, as Szivos observed (2021: 207-209). After months of negotiation with the So-
viet Union, the central symbolic avenue named (then and today) Andrassy Ut became
Sztélin Ut. One of the key symbolic acts of the 1956 revolution was the demolition
of the statue of Stalin. For the days of the revolution, the avenue was also renamed
Magyar Ifjusag Utja (Hungarian Youth Road). After the revolution was crushed by the
Soviet Union, the road was named Népkodztarsasag Utja (People’s Republic Road), as
a double gesture during the Kadar era aimed at erasing the memory of the (young)
revolutionaries but also keeping a distance from Stalinism.

In accordance with the political trends during state socialism, female figures’ names
were applied to and removed from public places, while radical changes were occur-
ring in women'’s life conditions and political status, including a ban on all women’s
organisations by 1951 (Gelnarova, Peté 2016). The great historical turning points
outlined above left their mark in street name changes. One example is Eva Kallai,
the urban memory of whom became intertwined with that of Koltéi at some point,
even though in their biographies as socialists they took drastically different turns. Eva
Kallai (1917-1957), under her official married name, Mrs Miklés Szantd, was also in-
volved in the youth group of the metalworkers’ union before the war, and she was
sentenced to one year in prison. After the war, she became a party functionary and
worked as a party committee member for the ruling Hungarian Workers' Party (MDP)
in Budapest until her death.

Memory of Kéllai is intertwined with the contested memory of the 1956 revolution,
which had been silenced, labelled counter-revolution, or glorified up to the present
day (Pet6 2017: 42-44). Different meaning-making practices also rely on evaluations
of the violence committed on both sides. In one of the most contested events, the
party headquarters in District 8 were attacked by revolutionaries in October 1956.
As party functionaries were already being lynched, fearful of experiencing the same,
Kallai jumped out of the window. She suffered serious injuries, which led to her death
in April 1957 (Bakoé 1975: 299-300). The same year, a nearby street, formerly Alfol-
di utca, named after the Great Plain of Hungary, was renamed for Kéllai Eva utca.

After 1956, during the consolidation period, party control was continuous, and the
Street Name Committee had representatives from the Party History Institute, while
renaming suggestions also arrived from grassroot actors like local residents (Szivés
2021: 209-210). To my knowledge, Kallai was the only example of female victims of
1956 being commemorated in a Budapest street name under Hungarian state social-
ism. Typically, like Koltéi, the women commemorated with street names in Budapest
in the 1960s and 1970s were women who were active in the workers’” movement
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during the interwar period and died before 1945, in line with the martyr tradition of
memory politics (e.g. Eta Geisler, Katdé Hdman, Fléra Martos, and Piroska Szalmas,
with the notable exception of Mariska Gardos; see Lérand 2024).

The post-socialist wave of re-namings sweeping away female street
names

The period between 1990 and 1992 saw a massive wave of public place renamings,
informed by anti-communist sentiment, to which the earlier (albeit ambiguous) inter-
est in women's rights and history also fell victim (Stanczak-Wislicz 2024; Zimmermann
2014). Together with most of the socialist men, women’s names rapidly disappeared
from the streets of Budapest. The first decree related to street names came out of the
Budapest City Council as early as 10 April 1989. A temporary committee dedicated to
coordinating public place renamings was established inside the City Council in 1990."°
The committee revised the street renaming proposals submitted by the district local
governments and then proposed their selection of new names for the City Council
to vote on. In the hope that most of the changes would take place in two years, the
City Council decided to work on street renaming only once a year after 31 March
1992 (and the practice remained in place until 2003) (Budapest Févarosi Kozgydilés
1991b, Resolution 1326/1991). The council cited the frequency and number of renam-
ing requests and administrative challenges, including for cartography and the official
address registry. The early regulation, the establishment of the committee, and the
volume of renamings this latter decision attest to, all show the symbolic significance
of street names in Budapest in the 1990s.

In District 8, the General Assembly of the new local government held its inaugural
meeting in October, and they were already discussing street naming on 4 December
1990." The Cultural Committee proposed changing 22 street names in the district,
including Koltéi Anna utca and Kallai Eva utca. They proposed the former name,
Alfoldi utca instead of Kallai Eva, noting that it had been given by the Budapest Public
Works Council. | see this as a legitimising move, referring to the predecessor in title
of the freshly formed assembly, similar to the discussions in 1947.

The District 8 Cultural Committee proposal contains two alternatives for Koltéi Anna
utca: keeping the original or re-naming it as Magdolna utca. They briefly describe Anna

1 Vdrosrész-, kdzterilet-elnevezésekkel és févarosi szimbolumokkal foglalkozd ideiglenes bizottsag
(Temporary committee for naming neighbourhoods and public places as well as symbols in the capital).
The name of the committee changed slightly a few times until it ceased operating in 2010, when
its tasks were taken over by the Mayor’s Office. The minutes and resolutions of the committee are
preserved in the Budapest Capital Archives but they are classified until 2051.

" HU BFL XXXVI. 541.a.1.1.
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Koltéi as ‘the leader of the women’s movement of the Vasas metal factory trade un-
ion, who represented workers' interests in the pre-war City Council and she was ex-
ecuted by the nyilasok’ (members of the Nazi Arrow Cross Party). In this biographical
summary, the elements emphasised are the ones that might support the justification
to actually keep her name in the post-socialist cultural climate as well: falling victim to
Nazis, being a member of the body that was the predecessor of the General Assembly.
According to the assembly minutes, there was only one remark during the General
Assembly: a councillor from the right argued against re-naming Magdolna utca in the
district on the grounds that another district already had a street named Magdolna utca.

The amount of name proposals that the temporary street naming committee and
the City Council General Assembly had to decide on explains why most of the names
and the historical figures concerned were not even discussed during the meetings
(Budapest Fovarosi Kozgylés 1991a). According to the minutes, they discussed a few
very prominent and controversial figures, such as Prime Minister Pal Teleki, respon-
sible for the anti-Jewish laws and Hungary’s involvement in the Second World War.
This is probably the reason why Anna Koltéi and Eva Kéllai were not mentioned in-
dividually. On 25 April 1991, the City Council General Assembly voted on the street
name proposals of two districts grouped together, and the street names honouring
Koltéi and Kallai were voted on together with another 16 names only in District 8.
Thus the former Magdolna utca in District 8 has regained its original name (while
some other Anna Koltdi streets in the country kept their names for longer or even till
today). Kallai Eva utca has also regained its old name, Alféldi utca (Budapest Févarosi
Kozgydlés 1991a, Resolution no. 471).

Along with anti-authoritarianism, the new democratic capitalist regimes displayed
neoliberal tendencies, characterised by the withdrawal of the state from welfare
services, privatisation and marketisation, and the undermining of important socialist
policies and institutions like trade unions (Pet6 2017: 44; Zimmermann 2014). The
de-communisation spirit of the early 1990s in public place naming (Walkowiak 2018:
346-347) erased important differences between the trade-unionist social democrats
and members of repressive state institutions; it similarly erased the differences among
streets that received their names any time after 1945. Given the volume of changes
proposed, there was not even enough room or time to discuss the differences be-
tween periods, contexts, and figures. This is most visible in the case of the two wom-
en in question: Anna Kolt6i was killed by Nazis in 1944 and Eva Kéllai died because
she feared she would be killed by revolutionaries in 1956. Thus, the commemoration
of them by the city administration in 1947 and 1957 happened in entirely different
political contexts, contexts that were overlooked by the erasures in 1991. For the new
regime, it was more important to get rid of the names associated with the state so-
cialist period than to rethink their relationship to the actual figures.
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The wave of renamings subsided after the 1990s, but that also meant the status quo
of gendered memory structures was then maintained. For twenty years, Budapest had
a mayor from a liberal party that championed human rights, but the specific needs or
visibility of women in the urban space did not become part of the public discourse.

Symbolic struggles under right-wing capitalism

The takeover by Fidesz marked the beginning of a remarkable new wave in the ‘fight
over street names’ (Szivés 2021: 210-211), one characterised by impactful renamings.
After alternating governments, in 2010, the conservative right-wing Fidesz Party (in
coalition with the Christian Democrats) came into power with a two-thirds majority
in the Hungarian Parliament. Prime Minister Viktor Orban remained in power for four
terms. Liberal-leftist parties were splitting up, were newly established, or tried to form
coalitions in vain; their popularity has been shrinking ever since. Yet, Budapest tradi-
tionally has more leftist-liberal voters than the rest of the country, electing most of
the opposition'? Members of Parliament and district mayors in the municipal elections.

This political context has framed the street naming practices of the past 15 years,
which reflect the government’s preferences in memory politics (Szivés 2021). In popu-
list and illiberal memory politics, historical events are interpreted for the identity-build-
ing purposes of anti-communism and victimhood. This era has also been marked by
masculinising tendencies (Pet6 2017: 47-48). The centenary commemorations of
the 1918-1919 revolutions and the Treaty of Trianon paid no attention to women’s
suffrage, let alone female council members (Sharp et al. 2022: 129). Similarly, under
the right-wing government in Poland in the 2010s, there was a growing tendency to
reevaluate the past. New street names typically honoured representatives of mascu-
line institutions such as the army and the church or those women who strengthened
the nationalist narrative (Walkowiak 2018: 347-348).

In the following, | interpret the re- and dis-appearance of socialist women among
Budapest's street names as part of the symbolic struggles in the capital’s political
arena. In the spirit of the ‘ideological objective’ (Walkowiak, Rutkiewicz-Hanczews-
ka 2023), | will show the role played, alongside party political interests, by the values
of feminism, socialism, and anti-communism in the decision-making processes that
affect the naming of streets after women.

2 Extreme right-wing parties have also dissolved and been formed again, formally becoming the
strongest opposition to Fidesz without ever challenging its rule. Up until 2024, no party had managed to
recruit enough voter support to realistically beat Fidesz. For these reasons, by ‘opposition’ | refer here to
the parties that until 2024 constituted the politically and culturally leftist alternative to Fidesz. Although
they are widely called leftist or liberal in the Hungarian discourse, labels | also use for contextual
unambiguity, their politics is often neoliberal.
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Erasing socialist memories in the Orban era

The early 2010s saw the establishment of the autocratic elements of the Fidesz gov-
ernment, with a significant wave of street renamings generating public debate. The
wave was sanctioned by a decree on the use of the symbols of totalitarian regimes.
The law (Act CLXVII of 2012)'3 prohibits the use of names ‘associated with totalitarian
regimes of the 20th century’, including the street naming practices of municipalities.
In the case of disagreement, local governments, including Budapest'’s districts, should
consult the Hungarian Academy of Sciences for a recommendation on whether the
person in question ‘participated in the establishment, development, or maintenance
of totalitarian political regimes of the 20th century’ (§ 4). For the law, the Academy
of Sciences compiled (and continuously updates) a list of names with short biogra-
phies, together with their recommendation. The list includes Anna Koltéi, described
as someone who ‘did not participate in the establishment, development, or mainte-
nance of authoritarian political regimes of the 20th century, therefore her name can
be used for naming public spaces'* Among the figures of the workers’ movement
who died before 1945, some were rejected on the basis that their name was ‘often
used in communist propaganda’ (like Katé Hdman), while others were permitted (like
Flora Martos) (MTA 2024: 21, 31-32, 38).

The law and the list itself generated a heated political and public debate. They also
contributed to a new wave of renaming in the Budapest districts with right-wing lead-
ership. As | interpret the process, in their ambition to get rid of the remaining street
names associated with communism, the right has re-created their symbolic power
in a context where Budapest's politics traditionally stand in opposition to Fidesz,
embedded in a country governed by a two-thirds right-wing majority. The new law
gave new impetus to granting visibility to figures who strengthen the position of the
right in the symbolic and cultural struggles taking place in Budapest. The Academy
of Science’s list continues to be used as a reference.

In 2011, there were still three streets in Budapest named after Anna Koltéi, all of
which were then renamed: one after an actress, another after a male writer. The third
street was in District 21, on Csepel Island, where Koltéi had worked during the time
of the Hungarian Soviet Republic. This renaming has nationwide significance, as the
mayor was Szilard Németh, a Fidesz vice president, who himself changed the name

3 Act CLXVII of 2012 titled '2012. évi CLXVII. térvény egyes torvényeknek a XX. szazadi onkényuralmi
rendszerekhez kathet6 elnevezések tilalmaval 6sszefliggd moédositasarédl’ (Act on the amendment of
certain laws in connection with the prohibition of names associated with the totalitarian regimes of
the 20th century). This legislation interprets the Act on local municipalities from 2011 (Act CLXXXIX of
2011, § 14).

4 "Koltéi nem vett részt XX. szazadi dnkényuralmi politikai rendszer megalapozasaban, kiépitésében és
fenntartasaban, igy neve kozterulet elnevezésére hasznalhatd.’
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of a metal street sign from Koltéi to Miklés Vermes, a male physician with local roots.
According to District 21's meeting minutes, his proposal was met with no comments
or gquestions (Csepeli Képvisel-testtlet 2011: 50, Resolution 613/2011 (IX.29) Kt).

As it is the City Council that makes the final decision on street naming based on
the districts’ proposals, the Budapest General Assembly discussed and accepted the
proposal from District 21, together with other proposed street name changes, in-
cluding changes to women'’s names (Budapest Févarosi Kézgydilés 2011, Resolution
3752/2011 (XI1.14)). In the discussion, a representative of the Hungarian Socialist Party
(MSzP, Magyar Szocialista Part) framed the Fidesz proposals as erasing the predeces-
sors of the socialist party (2011: 34). And they were probably right. In these symbolic
struggles, all aspects of Koltéi's life and person could play a part. Still, the debates
between the political stakeholders suggest that it was her political-ideological com-
mitments and activities that mainly influenced how she was characterised in the dis-
course. The fact that she was a woman and a women'’s rights activist seems to have
been secondary in the debates of the 1990s. As | show in the following section, this
framing has shifted since 2019, and women'’s visibility has become a more important
element in the discourse.

The leftist agenda of honouring women

In 2019, in the 10th year of the Fidesz government in Hungary, most Budapest dis-
tricts elected opposition mayors. This marked a smaller turning point in both the
self-identification and the activities of the shrinking liberal-leftist parties. This is the
framework in which, | propose, recent street renamings are best interpreted. On
1 September 2021, a formerly unnamed square® in District 8 was named after Anna
Koltéi. In the following, | address a few aspects of this renaming: the location; the
decision-making process; and the justifications.

The choice of location reflects a new approach in street naming, different from the
waves in 1945 and 1989, typically not aiming to replace former names. Stakeholders
rather find unnamed spots in the district, typically small squares, which can be named
after historical figures without taking away existing names. Politically, this might be a
strategic move to avoid social controversy. This might also mark a new memory poli-
tics approach, according to which, existing street names represent a cultural-historical
value in themselves, a value worth preserving as heritage (the reference to which is
also part of the legitimisation strategies of any political power; see Szivds 2021: 199).

A main figure in the process is the newly elected district mayor Andras Piko, who
was supported by grassroots activists of a newly forming left, carefully negotiating

> Although officially unnamed, the square was informally called FiDo tér as it is located at the intersection
of Fiumei Gt and Dobozi utca. Both the proposal and the resolution use this unofficial name.
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with the neoliberal-leaning opposition parties to win against the Fidesz's candidate.
The proposal of February 2021 was signed by a local representative of the Socialist
Party (MSZP)'® (Jézsefvarosi KépviselStestilet 2021a). It referenced the Hungarian
Antifascists as initiators, although their webpage does not take credit for that; they
only happily welcome the initiative of the local government (Magyar Antifasisztak és
Ellenallok Szévetsége 2021). The decision-making process took place during the crisis
of the Covid-19 pandemic, which granted exceptional rights to municipalities, includ-
ing Budapest’s district governments. With this authorisation, Pikd decided on and
sent the proposal to the City Council in March 2021 (Jozsefvarosi Képvisel6testulet
2021a, Resolution 109/2021 (I11.11)).

In the proposal’s justifications and the commemorative texts on Anna Koltdi in this
period, women’s representation and visibility appears as a legitimate purpose. This
differs from the way the social democratic commemorations framed Kolt6i's activities
after the war, but also from how in the 1990s women labour activists commemorated
her as founder of the first trade union committee for female metal workers (Cagatay
et al. 2025: 57). Framing Kolt6i’s commemoration in a women'’s rights perspective
coincides with the issue becoming a topic in party politics — which stems from the
fact that street naming lies at the authority of district and city local governments.

Without mentioning ‘feminism’, the original proposal by the councillor (Jézsefvarosi
Képvisel6-testilet 2021a) openly declared the need to show respect for women who
worked for a better society in the city by street names, "breaking a fake memory pol-
itics’ that honour women with only 5% of the street nomenclature. It also referenced
the initiation of the Community Participation Office in the local government on Wom-
en’s Day in 2020 to name public places after ‘respectable women’ as a tradition to
follow. In 2020, two historical female figures from the 19th century were commem-
orated by new public place names in the district. After accepting the proposal, in
the ceremony of naming the square for after Anna Koltéi, she was commemorated,
among others, as someone who ‘fought for only one goal: more rights for women
(...) for women'’s equality, thus rejected any totalitarian idea’ (by a female MP from
the Socialist Party'’; see Palinkas 2021). The emphasis on women'’s representation,
| argue, can also serve as showcasing the distance of social democracy from commu-
nist activism. In the Hungarian political context, the right-wing successfully mobilis-
es against the left with charges of communism. In Koltéi’s case, the combination of

'® Ferenc Camara-Bereczki, currently independent.

7 This was Zita Gurmai. She only used the word ‘feminist’ in reference to another martyr, Mrs Meller,
née Eugénia Miskolczy, who was founding member of the Feminists’ Association in 1904. The avoidance
of the term replicates similar concerns about the name of the Association in the first half of the century
(see Lorand 2024: 63).
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Figure 2. Erika Szeles on the cover of Billed Bladet,
published 13 November 1956
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honouring the fight against poverty, union activism, and party politics, on the one
hand, and women'’s rights, a contemporary liberal-progressive idea, on the other, can
strengthen the legitimacy of a discredited social democracy.

Directly reacting on the decision of District 8 to name a square after Koltoi, a few
months later a Fidesz representative in the City Council proposed that instead, the
same (still unnamed) square be named after another woman (Jozsefvarosi Képvisels-
testtlet 2021b). The female figure in question is an internationally known person,
certainly recognisable by her face. Erika Szeles came from a poor background and
was 16 years old when she participated in the 1956 revolution (Peté 2017). A photo
of her holding a gun by Danish photographer Vagn Hansen, published on the cover
of Billed Bladet on 13 November 1956, went worldwide (see Figure 2). Not long after
the picture was taken, she was killed in the fighting.

| 93 |



GENDERAVYZKUM
Volume 27 e Number 1/ 2026 GENDER AND RESEARCH

Following Fidesz's proposal, the leftist mayor of Budapest proposed that two dif-
ferent public places in District 8 be named after Anna Koltéi and Erika Szeles, respec-
tively, which the District 8 Council accepted (Jézsefvarosi Képvisel-testilet 2021b,
Resolution 473/2021 (VI1.22)). Thus, the City Council finalised the decision on both
Koltoi Anna tér and Szeles Erika tér on 1 September 2021, and it came into effect on
the very same day (Budapest Févarosi Kozgy(ilés 2021, Resolution 1296/2021 (09.01)).

The dispute over naming a square after Koltéi shows that the naming processes
have a stark political meaning as they are part of party-political symbolic fights. The
illiberal memory politics of Fidesz relies on re-writing narratives about 1956 as an-
ti-communist and erasing its leftist legacy, and this strategy includes foregrounding
female figures of the revolution (Petd 2017). Female figures, | argue, are mobilised as a
tool inside the debates around communism. According to the minutes from a meeting
of the District 8 General Assembly on Koltéi and Szeles, a Fidesz representative said
that Koltoi as a functionary of the Hungarian Soviet Republic was a ‘'member of the
same ideological community’ that killed Erika Szeles, and the contemporary mem-
bers of which are his leftist colleagues in the district local government (J6zsefvarosi
Képvisel6-testllet 2021b: 45-46).

Although the main debate still revolved around socialist women being commu-
nists, socialists, or anti-communists, | argue that it has become more important than
ever that these figures were women. Leftist stakeholders started to emphasise not
just them being women but also (in Koltoi's case) being women'’s rights activists — in
order to address a liberal-leftist voter base who care more about feminism. Leftist-lib-
eral parties in the past 30 years have had a problematic relationship with traditional
socialist institutions as these parties often support neoliberalism. As a consequence,
the histories of women's labour activism remain partial and politically biased, as evi-
denced by Koltoi being less remembered for her trade-union activism (Cagatay et al.
2025: 59). The most recent leftist street naming justifications mention her union work
as a women'’s organiser, but mostly re-frame it as general women'’s rights activism,
which resonates more with contemporary liberal feminist vocabulary.

Interestingly, the right plays along to some extent. Although they are far from being
feminists, they nevertheless proposed an outstanding female figure as an alterna-
tive for a street name. One of the reasons may be that they need women as a voter
base. In this particular case, streets were eventually named after both of the proposed
women. District 8 even references Erika Szeles as part of its tradition of naming pub-
lic places after women (Jozsefvaros.hu 2022), even if this specific proposal on Erika
Szeles did not emerge out of their circle. With that move, the opposition in District 8
took advantage of Fidesz's tactic and managed to contain it. At the same time, Fidesz
may also have accounted for some win, as they managed to symbolically (and spa-
tially) position themselves as pro-1956, therefore nationalist and anti-communist.
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Szeles Erika tér is located on the corner of a highly symbolic square' where the bloody
fights in 1956 resulted in Eva Kallai's death. The dynamics of these memory politics
tactics imply that women's historiography is embedded in the specific socio-political
context in which invested actors, often with opposing interests, continuously re-in-
terpret female historical figures in reaction to one another and to fit their framing.

Conclusions

This paper traced the changes in street names in Budapest commemorating trade-un-
ionist worker Anna Koltéi, who was killed in 1944 by Hungarian Nazis. Between 1945
and 2022, public places in the city were named and re-named after her, following the
different waves of memory politics generated by political turns in Budapest. | specif-
ically focused on downtown District 8 and the changes concerning streets named
after Koltéi in 1947, 1990, 2011, and 2021. Given the multiplication of female street
namesakes during the state-socialist period, | proposed examining street naming
practices as framed in post-socialist studies, analysing to what extent feminism and
socialism have been acknowledged in urban memory politics to the present day.

| examined the documents of the city and district councils, the bodies authorised
to name streets, in order to reconstruct the stakeholders’ justifications in favour of
or against honouring Koltoi in the different time periods. In 1947, a street was re-
named Koltéi Anna utca in the city centre, and by 1953 the administratively and
territorially enlarged Budapest had 6 Koltéi Anna streets in six different districts,
attesting to her legacy. The sources show that decision makers' portrayal of Koltéi
during state socialism primarily emphasised her martyrdom and participation in the
workers’ movement. Her womanhood was only implicitly mobilised as an aggravat-
ing factor for victimhood.

The heavily anti-communist wave of restoring pre-war street names in the early
1990s swept away Koltéi's name as that of a communist from the streets of District 8.
In the 2000s, street naming became a battlefield of party politics. The first years of
Fidesz rule after 2010 saw another wave of purging street names associated with
communism. As a political response, the 2020s have seen efforts in some opposi-
tion-led local governments in Budapest districts to restore the memory of some early
socialist women like Koltéi, with District 8 naming a small, formerly unnamed square
after her. These recent practices, | suggest, can be understood as conveying several
messages: as a political statement against the Orban government; as an identification
with the social democratic legacy; and as an expression of progressive politics com-

'® Today this is Pope John Paul Il square, but it was named the Square of the Republic (Kéztarsasag tér)
between 1946 and 2011.
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mitted to women’s acknowledgement and public visibility. The arguments of the left
typically emphasise Koltéi's commitment to social democracy and women's rights ef-
forts. These are mobilised for today’s leftist parties to identify as progressive in terms
of social democracy, featured as opposed to both conservativism and communism.
In this sense, the contemporary discourse repeats some elements from the tensions
between communists and social democrats in the first half of the 20th century.

Answering the question to what extent socialism and feminism were acknowledged
in commemorative practices, | argue that a greater emphasis has been placed on
the womanhood and women'’s rights activism of figures like Koltéi in contemporary
commemorations compared to earlier periods since the end of the war. The political
position arguing for women'’s representation in urban spaces flags a contemporary
progressive politics, which frames women'’s rights activism primarily as anti-authori-
tarianism, thus diverting charges of communism. However, such inclusion has limited
transformative power if it remains at the level of representativity and visibility, with-
out addressing the structural bases of women'’s social disadvantages, with a critique
of identity politics. As studies on the multiplication of right-wing women’s names in
street nomenclature (Walkowiak, Rutkiewicz-Hanczewska 2023) or on the mascu-
linist billboard visibility of female revolutionaries (Pet6 2017) show, women's visibili-
ty per se does not necessarily generate feminist changes. In this sense, the memory
politics of female street names can inform the debates between liberal and socialist/
radical feminism.

The ambivalent historical dynamics | outlined above show the complexities of gen-
der and labour beyond the revisionist and anti-communism debate. Taking into ac
count the revisionist perspective, we can be more attentive to the efforts of right-
wing memory politics today to erase socialism and its feminist legacy. It helps us be
cautious about the feminist significance we attribute to female street namesakes at
large. Gendered exclusions are important to analyse, but a similar critical rigour and
local contextualisation should address inclusion, too. Women's mere inclusion or vis-
ibility might as well serve anti-feminist tendencies, from sexually objectifying public
images in neoliberal capitalism to conservative masculinist memory politics. Similarly,
the anti-communist position can remind us of the superficial elements of women'’s
inclusion in socialist structures. | therefore argue for a feminist labour history that
moves beyond contemporary Western standards of inclusivity and representation and
analyses the material and ideological conditions of women'’s memory.
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Nation, Gender, and Memory Politics:
Women's Forgotten Contribution to Kosovar
Nation-Building

Lea Hensch®

European University Viadrina Frankfurt (Oder)

Abstract: Women have long been central to independence struggles, yet their contributions
are routinely erased. Kosovo is no exception. This article shows that the exclusion of Koso-
vo-Albanian women from the national master narrative is not incidental but a structured
effect of the nexus between nation-building, militarisation, and gendered memory politics.
Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork in Prishtina and feminist theories of nationalism and
memory, the following paper demonstrates how post-war commemorative culture elevates
the militarised male “freedom fighter” while confining women to two permissible positions:
revered mothers of the nation or passive victims whose suffering is recast as sacrifice for
the nation. These binary constructions, sustained by political elites and dominant narratives,
consolidate male privilege in nation-building and reproduce patriarchal order. The study ad-
vances an interdisciplinary framework for analysing how gender regulates admission into
collective memory, opening avenues for further research at the intersection of nationalism,
militarism, and feminist memory studies.

Keywords: resistance movements, state-building, gendered memory politics

Hensch, Lea. 2026. Nation, Gender, and Memory Politics: Women's Forgotten Contribution
to Kosovar Nation-Building. Gender a vyzkum / Gender and Research 27 (1): 102-125, https:/
doi.org/10.13060/gav.2026.003.

Women have played active roles in independence struggles worldwide, yet their
contributions are often forgotten — including in Kosovo (Enloe 2014). Before becom-
ing a UN protectorate in 1999 and declaring independence in 2008, Kosovo was
an autonomous province of the Yugoslav Republic of Serbia until 1989. With the
socialist federation’s unravelling and the ensuing wars (including the Kosovo War
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1998-1999), memory cultures in the successor states fragmented along ethnic lines
(Friedman 2013: 97; Sundhaussen 2004: 399-405). In Kosovo, commemoration is in-
creasingly centred on the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) and the ‘liberation struggle’,
foregrounding Kosovo Albanian men as heroic combatants and nation-builders. By
contrast, the multidimensional roles of Kosovo Albanian women — despite their cen-
trality to the independence movement — are largely absent from the national narrative
(Krasnigi 2014: 204; 2020). Without diminishing the importance of the women who
fought in the KLA, this article focuses on women active in the civil resistance of the
1990s (Demiri 2018: 1, 35; Luci, Gusia 2015: 206-207, 218; Mujika Chao 2020: 855).

That movement emerged as Serbian leader Slobodan Milo3evi¢ revoked Kosovo's
autonomy in 1989, claiming the region as the symbolic and ethnic heart of Serbia.
To implement this ethnonationalist project, the Albanian population was to be dis-
placed from the province. Over the following years, Kosovo Albanians were system-
atically excluded from public life: restrictive laws eroded Albanian-language educa-
tion and media, suspended the Kosovo assembly, and brutally suppressed dissent.
These measures contributed to a deteriorating political, social, and economic situation
and increasing violence against the Albanian population. In response, a broad-based
civil resistance movement took shape, forming a society within a society — commonly
referred to as a parallel system — with state-like bodies such as Albanian-language
schools, health clinics, and cultural centres operating independently of the Serbi-
an state and actively resisting its authority (Calic 2010; Clark 2000, 2013; Krasniqi
2010: 43-47; Pula 2004). The movement encompassed much of the Kosovo Alba-
nian population; thousands of women participated, ensuring societal survival and
drawing international attention to the conflict (Luci, Gusia 2014: 203; Mujika Chao
2020: 853).

Only recently has this research gap begun to receive scholarly attention, driven al-
most exclusively by Kosovo Albanian academics and activists. They have challenged
the tendency to overlook or forget civil resistance and its significance in the history
of Southeast Europe in both national and international socio-political discourses and
memories. This silencing has been particularly evident in relation to the diverse ex-
periences of women (Berisha 2019: 9, 12; Mujika Chao 2020: 843).

Civil resistance is marginalised not only within national narratives, where it is re-
placed by a heroic, masculine portrayal that valorises the armed resistance of the KLA
and the NATO military intervention of 1999 as precursors to statehood. International
studies likewise examine Kosovo primarily in relation to the war or the NATO inter-
vention, as if this constituted the origin of the country’s sovereignty (Berisha 2019:
9, 12). Yet women'’s voices remain underrepresented and, when present, are often
reduced to rape and victimhood narratives or subsumed within maternalist framings
that emphasise reproduction and family (Krasnigi 2007: 2; 2014: 204, 2020).
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In the context of an ethnographic examination of memory culture, nation-build-
ing, and gender, this study analyses the processes of the structural marginalisation
of women'’s contributions within the national master narrative.! It interrogates the
absence of collective memories surrounding women’s extensive socio-political en-
gagement in civil resistance and deconstructs the gendered representations pro-
duced through male-dominated state and power structures. Ultimately, | argue that
the exclusion of women’s memories is a systematic outcome of the nexus between
nationalism, militarisation, and gendered memory politics.

The article presents the arguments in four sections. Section one outlines theories
linking gender, nation, and memory. It situates the study within feminist debates
on these concepts and scholarship on Kosovar nation-building and gender-specific
memory construction. Section two details the ethnographic approach and reflexivity.
Section three analyses how armed resistance dominates memory politics and how
permissible masculinities and femininities are constructed. Section four concludes with
the implications for feminist memory studies and nation-building scholarship, includ-
ing the potential of feminist archive-making as a methodological and political practice.

The state of research and theoretical positioning

This article builds on feminist and interdisciplinary work that connects gender, nation,
and memory, while noting the absence of a consolidated framework that integrates
all three. | draw primarily on: (a) feminist analyses of nationalism (and militarism) (An-
thias and Yuval-Davis; Enloe; Nagel); and (b) theories of collective memory (Assmann
and Assmann; Gillis), complemented by feminist memory studies.

Despite decades of public and scholarly interest in memory culture, gender as a
central category of collective remembering remains overlooked by mainstream mem-

' The silencing of women'’s diverse memories of civil resistance, however, cannot be reduced solely
to national memory politics. This also applies to the (at least initial) practices of the international
community’s peacebuilding missions and interventions, including the UN-Mission (UNMIK). Their
approaches contributed to the reproduction of the hegemonic national memory discourse and, in doing
so, equally reinforced the erasure of women'’s significance in the 1990s. Although a detailed analysis of
the international dimension lies beyond the scope of this article, it is important to stress that patriarchal
norms should not be viewed exclusively as a cultural characteristic inherent to post-conflict societies.
As dominant international peacebuilding discourse tends to imply, such norms are equally reproduced
through the very interventions that claim to address them (Balbon 2023: 5; Luci, Gusia 2015: 199).
Likewise, it becomes evident that gender, as a category of social and political organisation in Kosovo,
cannot be explained solely by reference to a patriarchal legacy. Rather, it was also reproduced in the
post-war context, both through the nationalisation of memory politics and through the interventions of
international missions (Gusia et al. 2019: 2; Krasnigi 2007: 21; Krasniqi, Sokoli¢, Kostovicova 2020: 461;
Luci, Gusia 2015: 210; Musliu, Klajigi 2023).
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ory research. For example, most discourses on public commemoration focus on the
political space of the nation while neglecting to take into account the gender of the
actors (Altinay, Pet6 2016: 2; Jacobs 2017: 424; Schraut, Paletschek 2008: 7, 10). At
the same time, the number of independent feminist publications examining memo-
ry and gender is growing. Increasingly, the suppressed stories of women who have
been erased from historiography are being examined and integrated into memory
culture (AFZ Arhiv/CRVENA 2024; Altinay et al. 2019; Hirsch, Smith 2002: 4-11; Luci,
Krasnigi 2006). In this article, ‘'memory culture’ encompasses both the social functions
of remembering as well as the subject matter and representations of historical mem-
ories. It constitutes adherence to a social obligation that poses the question: ‘What
must we not forget?'? (Assmann 1992: 30). Simultaneously, memory culture plays a
decisive role in constructing national identity, nation-building, and legitimising and
negotiating contemporary power structures, politics, and gender issues (Paletschek
2009: 165; Schraut, Paletschek 2008: 8).

A gendered perspective is increasingly considered in analyses of war memories, and
feminist historiographies often interrogate hegemonic war narratives (Altinay, Pet6
2016; Mannergren Selimovic 2020; Lazovi¢ 2018). Such analyses not only reveal that
the struggle over remembering and forgetting is gender-specific, but also ‘how much
war, interpreted as the culmination of national crisis and as climax of identification
with the nation, is a suitable subject of research to elucidate the differences and partial
contradictions in the memories of men and women’ (Schraut, Paletschek 2008: 274).

In the context of Kosovo, a growing body of research documents stories by and
about women and highlights their contributions to societal developments, as well as
to nation- and state-building processes (see, e.g., Berisha 2019; Demiri 2018; Krasniqi
2014, 2021; Farnsworth 2008; Gusia et al. 2019; Luci 2002, 2014, Luci, Krasnigi 2006;
Luci, Gusia 2015, 2019; Mujika Chao 2020; Musliu, Klajigi 2023; Krasnigi 2007). To-
gether, these works constitute part of a feminist counter-public whose research offers
an alternative historical account of the 1990s, thereby challenging both the paternal-
istic discourse of international missions and the male-dominated master narrative in
post-war Kosovo. In doing so, they contribute to what anthropologist Marie-Aude
Fouéré terms a continuous ‘process of archive making’ (2016: 84) and what Kosovar
sociologist Lirika Demiri describes as ‘a discursive collective space that explores the
history of the 1980s and 1990s in Kosova through the multiplicity of everyday lived
experiences of women activists’ (2018: 36).

Their works underscore the far-reaching roles of women in civil resistance and na-
tion-building. They demonstrate how women'’s political significance rose during the

2 The original in German is ‘Was durfen wir nicht vergessen?’, translated by the author.
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1990s, so that by the end of the decade, tens of thousands were involved in shaping
and sustaining the resistance process. Although Kosovo Albanian women were also
pushed out of public life and back into the private sphere by Milosevi¢'s policies, their
active participation in the movement created new opportunities to enter the public
sphere and engage in socio-political action. In this way, their political significance
increased steadily, and they emerged as a visible and significant force within the re-
sistance movement (Krasnigi 2021: 325; Luci 2002: 73; Mujika Chao, Gusia 2022: 53).
Women sustained the Albanian parallel system by providing medical care and edu-
cation, as well as by supporting the distribution of aid and food in besieged areas.
Women were central in documenting violence committed by Milo3evi¢'s regime and
in providing information to the international community. By strategically drawing on
patriarchal assumptions about women's social roles — as they were perceived as less
suspicious by the Serbian regime — they were able to document police and military
violence in places to which their male colleagues had only limited access. Moreover,
they organised public demonstrations, most notably the ‘Bread for Drenica’ protest in
1998, in which thousands of women participated. They were thus the first to trans-
form the resistance from passive to active, aiming to garner international attention
and thereby hasten an end to the conflict — a goal they achieved (Farnsworth 2008:
2, 338; Mari 2018; Mujika Chao 2020: 851, 855; Munn 2006: 295; Musliu, Klajiqi
2023: 550).

It is not only in Kosovo that there has been a significant expansion of the body
of feminist historiography documenting women'’s suppressed contributions to na-
tion- and state-building and systematically recording their experiences of war and
resistance. Similarly, across post-Yugoslav successor states, women made decisive
contributions during the Yugoslav wars through aid networks, war crime documen-
tation, and peace activism, yet remain largely invisible in memory cultures (Lazovi¢
2018; Zarkov 2007).2

Many of these works share the feature that, alongside documenting women's ex-
periences in war and resistance, they illuminate the gender-specific dimensions of
their participation in such nationalist projects. In doing so, they highlight the nexus
of nation and gender — a component of nationalist projects often overlooked or dis-
missed as irrelevant by hegemonic theories (Mayer 1999: 13). They thereby counter

3 This dynamic is particularly evident in Bosnia and Herzegovina where official commemorative practic-
es prioritise male martyrs, while women's roles in resistance and civil society work continue to be mar-
ginalised (Jacobs 2017; Helms 2013; Simi¢ 2009). Comparably, in the Ukrainian context, analyses reveal
how women decisively shaped Euromaidan and the Donbas War through protests, provisioning work,
and military service, yet were long erased from hegemonic narratives. Feminist analyses and literary
self-testimonies render this gap visible and reinscribe women as historical subjects into national memory
(Khromeychuk 2017; Wallo 2020).
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mainstream discussions of nationalism in post-conflict countries, where gender is
not considered a critical analytical category. By contrast, feminist scholars have ar-
gued since the 1980s that nation and nationalism cannot be fully understood with-
out accounting for gender and sexuality as integral elements of both concepts (ibid.:
13). Pioneering work in the feminist interrogation of nationalism theories was done
by Cynthia Enloe (2014), followed by scholars such as Floya Anthias (1989), Nira
Yuval-Davis (1993, 1997), Deniz Kandiyoti (1998), Cynthia Cockburn (1998), Jelena
Batini¢ (2001), and Dubravka Zarkov (2007) (Einhorn 2009: 4). Social and cultural an-
thropology, long concerned with the aesthetics, roles, and politics of gender iden-
tity in the formation of kinship and other social groups, has also, over the past two
decades, contributed to a deeper understanding of gender in the context of nation
and nationalism (Luci 2014: 30-31). Early feminist research on women in nationalism,
however, tended to overlook the fact that men, like women, are socially construct-
ed categories. As gender-specific subjects and analytical as well as social categories,
men received comparatively little attention, even though such research established
that nations are masculinist projects. Only in the past two decades has scholarship
begun to examine explicitly the roles of both women and men in nation construction
(Einhorn 2009: 5; Mayer 1999: 15; Munn 2008: 441). It has thereby become evident
that men and women participate in the national project in distinct ways. Central to
this perspective is the insight of Anthias and Yuval-Davis (1989: 7-10), who identi-
fy five key roles of women in national and ethnic projects: biological reproduction;
boundary reproduction; cultural transmission; signifiers of ethnic and national differ-
ence; and participation in national struggles.

This study builds on the outlined research and simultaneously addresses an exist-
ing theoretical gap: While many studies examine the gender-specific dimensions of
women'’s participation in nationalist movements, they rarely analyse the mechanisms
through which certain women'’s stories become anchored in memory culture while
others are systematically excluded. Individual theoretical works do explore why only
specific notions of femininity and masculinity enter national narratives, but do not
apply these approaches to empirical cases such as Kosovo (lvekovi¢ 2005; Kandiyoti
1998; Mayer 1999; Yuval-Davis 1997). Against this backdrop, the study asks which
memories of women’s roles are admitted into the Kosovar master narrative, a central
framework of memory culture and nation-building, and how this selection contributes
to the systematic exclusion of other women'’s stories. In doing so, the research con-
nects the concepts of nation, gender, and memory and addresses the identified gap.

Two pioneering contributions that methodologically combine these three concepts
in the Kosovar context merit particular attention. The first is anthropologist Nita Luci’s
dissertation ‘Seeking Independence: Making Nation, Memory, and Manhood in Koso-
va' (2014), which investigates the mobilisation and contestation of gender ideologies
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in Kosovar state- and nation-building projects during the 1980s. The second is the
analysis of the gendered dimensions of nation-building through the Kosovo art in-
stallation ‘Thinking of You' by Vjollca Krasnigi, Ivor Sokoli¢, and Denisa Kostovi¢ova
(2020). Building on these approaches, the present contribution extends the existing
literature by examining women'’s memories of civil resistance in Kosovo in conjunction
with theoretical reflections on militarism. This enables a more precise explanation of
the structural mechanisms underlying the marginalisation of women'’s contributions.
To my knowledge, no previous study has methodologically integrated all four con-
cepts within the context of Kosovo's civil resistance.

Methodological approaches and reflections on ethnographic
research

In line with its dual focus on theory and empirical data, this study draws on two
phases of fieldwork conducted over five months in 2022 and 2023 in Prishtina, the
capital and largest city of Kosovo. Given the marginalised position of civil resistance
within Kosovo's collective memory — reflected in the absence of public memorials,
exhibitions, and commemorative events — the research prioritised ethnographic in-
terviews and informal conversations, coupled with participant observation. At the
same time, public space (predominantly shaped by monuments dedicated to KLA
fighters) proved equally significant, as it reflects how collective memory is publicly
represented and articulated, indicating which events are commemorated and which
are erased or forgotten. The scarcity of memorials to civil resistance, and the fact that
among them only one, the Heroinat (Heroines) memorial in Prishtina, commemorates
Kosovo Albanian women, underscores the selective nature of this memory culture.
On this basis and drawing on informal conversations with individuals who largely
advocated for a more nuanced view of the past, 21 semi-structured interviews were
conducted in English and one in German. All interviewees were born in Kosovo, hold
Kosovar citizenship, and, with the exception of one, currently reside in Prishtina. To
reflect the heterogeneity of the research field and enable greater comparability, Koso-
vo Albanian individuals from different generations were interviewed. Interviews were
conducted with six men and fifteen women between the ages of 24 and 65. One
group consisted primarily of women with direct memories of the civil resistance,
many of whom had been active in student movements, civil society, or political or-
ganisations. These interviews explored which memories were most significant for
those directly involved. The second group comprised individuals whose age limited
their personal recollections; many attended the so-called parallel education system
as children. These interviews examined their historical understanding of the 1990s
and the current relevance of memories of civil resistance, with particular attention
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to women'’s experiences. Additionally, three interviews were conducted with Koso-
vo Albanian interlocutors working in academia and civil society on this topic. They
were selected because their long-standing engagement with these debates provides
situated perspectives on the historical background and current discourses. The in-
terviews offer contextual insights into how women’s contributions to civil resistance
are narrated, omitted, or only partially acknowledged in dominant narratives and are
incorporated as supplementary material in the analysis. Across all three groups, inter-
views were analysed thematically across related themes rather than as consecutive
narratives, accounting for both the diversity of individual accounts and the patterns
common to them — including recurring motifs, self- and other-description, and the
ways everyday language reflects broader gendered and political meanings.

Following this methodological overview, it is essential to reflect on the research
process itself, shifting particular attention to positionality, knowledge construction,
and selectivity. Reflecting on one’s own perspective is particularly important, as re-
searching memories of civil resistance inherently involves participation in the process
of memory-making. By documenting and analysing these narratives, | contribute to
their preservation, thereby assuming a role akin to that of my interview partners, who
carry and transmit these memories. This calls for continuous awareness of the factors
shaping my own perspective (Gordon 2015: 9).

One key aspect concerns the selectivity involved in listening to conversations and
writing field notes. It became clear that | was already interpreting narratives during the
writing process, adding details that seemed relevant based on my prior knowledge,
contextual understanding, personal experience, and research aims. This selectivity be-
gan at the stage of listening, as | retained those details | considered to be particularly
salient. To mitigate this bias, | engaged in numerous informal conversations with dif-
ferent individuals and revisited the same participants on multiple occasions to discuss
the 1990s, thereby seeking to minimise misunderstandings and misinterpretations.
This process also revealed which experiences were most enduring or meaningful,
as certain stories or events were mentioned repeatedly. | applied a similar approach
to city walking tours, participating in several and revisiting selected ones. Given the
scope of this article, the differences in how various guides narrated the same sites
were not pursued as a separate line of analysis. They nonetheless sensitised me to
the interpretive variability through which the past is publicly made meaningful. This
resonates with Nicolas Argenti and Katharina Schramm'’s observation that ‘Memory
is not a simple, unmediated reproduction of the past, but rather a selective re-cre-
ation that is dependent for its meaning on the remembering individual or commu-
nity’s contemporary social context, beliefs and aspirations’ (2009: 2) — a reflection
that applies not only to the research participants, but equally to my own practice as a
researcher.
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Another important consideration is the ‘echo chamber’ | inhabited within the re-
search field, shaped by factors such as age, background, academic training, language
skills, and research interests. | primarily interacted with civil society actors who speak
English, mostly hold university degrees, and engage with issues of collective remem-
brance and civil resistance. This group tends to take a critical stance towards Kosovo's
national master narrative and advocates for a multi-perspectival view of the past. Ac-
cordingly, my research reflects only the memories of a specific segment of the Kosovo
Albanian population, which is not representative of Kosovo as a whole, nor even of
Prishtina. Crucially, by foregrounding certain memories, | simultaneously exclude and
marginalise others — particularly those of older individuals, given my limited proficien-
cy in Albanian (and Serbian). Moreover, any oral-history-based research is inherently
constrained by language barriers, as nuances risk being lost in translation. As a Ger-
man citizen born and raised in Germany, | also lack comparable life experiences and
familiarity with local communication styles, limiting my ability to fully grasp or convey
the context and atmosphere of the narrated events. This heightens the risk of misin-
terpretations, which | sought to counteract through ongoing dialogue (Farnsworth
2008: 5; Gordon 2015: 32). | am aware that ‘an inter/view is an exchange between
two subjects’, and that my presence may have influenced how civil resistance and re-
lated experiences were articulated (Portelli 1991: 55). Likewise, my questions shaped
the conversations, suggesting particular narrative structures, event sequences, mean-
ings, and emotional undertones. Participants shared only those memories they chose
to disclose within this specific intersubjective exchange (Lomsky-Feder 2004: 86; Ludi,
Krasnigi 2006: 16). Portelli aptly describes the intersubjective nature of oral narra-
tives: ‘Oral testimony, in fact, is never the same twice. This is characteristic of all oral
communication, but is especially true of relatively unstructured forms, such as auto-
biographical or historical statements given in an interview' (1991: 55).

The Kosovar master narrative and the exclusion of women’s roles in
civil resistance and nation-building

Building on the theoretical, conceptual, and methodological framework outlined
above, the following analysis examines the processes behind the structural invisibili-
sation of women'’s socio-political contributions to civil resistance within the national
master narrative.

A key factor is the suppression of memories of the civil resistance movement it-
self, which forms the focus of the first analytical section. While certain activities per-
formed by men in the resistance continue to be remembered and respected, women’s
engagement has largely vanished from collective memory. The subsequent section,
therefore, investigates which notions of masculinity and femininity are permitted
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within the master narrative constructed by Kosovo's male political elites, and how
these conceptions relate to the lack of recognition for women’s diverse roles in the
1990s. Given the complexity of Kosovo's memory politics and the absence of a com-
prehensive theoretical framework, the analysis does not seek to provide an exhaustive
account. Rather, it aims to highlight the untapped potential of combining feminist
perspectives on nationalism, militarism, and collective memory and to deconstruct
selected aspects of Kosovo's memory culture.

Armed resistance as the master narrative of Kosovar memory politics

In examining why women's socio-political roles within the civil resistance movement
have been forgotten, the most obvious explanation is the erasure of the movement
itself. Interviewees frequently pointed to the dominance of a one-sided narrative
of the past, centred on the armed resistance of the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA),
as a key factor. One interviewee working in the civil society sector emphasised the
different political ideologies that emerged in the 1990s and continue to shape the
present. The complexity and multiplicity of events in that decade have produced a
polarised ideological landscape, leading to conflict between political discourses and
positions. At the core of this conflict lies the memory of the struggle against Serbi-
an hegemony in the 1990s and, ultimately, the contested question of who liberat-
ed Kosovo (Krasnigi 2007: 16). Political scientists Mila Fridman and Larissa Pogodda
demonstrate that in situations where memories become sites of struggle and conflict,
diverse actors contribute to shaping the meaning of the past (2020: 203). In the case
of Kosovo, this conflict unfolds primarily between the political party Lidhja Demokra-
tike e Kosovés (LDK), founded and led by lbrahim Rugova until his death in 2006
and associated with the civil resistance, and the Partia Demokratike e Kosovés (PDK),
associated with the KLA. Both parties compete for a monopoly over the interpreta-
tion and preservation of the past, that is, for maintaining their respective mnemonic
narratives and claims to ‘truth’. In such a context, what sociologist Vered Vinitzky-Se-
roussi terms ‘fragmented commemoration’ emerges (2009), and the past becomes a
contested sphere (Fridman, Pogodda 2020: 205; Hinton, O'Neill 2009: 5; Mller 2009:
3). In other words, an ongoing political struggle for dominance in collective memory,
transforms the past into a political concept and a site of symbolic contestation. As
one interviewee put it concisely: ‘[O]f course the campaigns for the past have been
used for political campaigns and political truth’ (Interviewee 18, 24.08.23). This strug-
gle serves to advance particular interests and secure control over the political centre.
Memories thus function as tools for power acquisition and legitimation, promoting a
specific political order and shaping present power relations. In this process, the past
is continually reinterpreted as a resource for power and identity politics (Assmann
2008: 57; Fridman, Pogodda 2020: 205; Lomsky-Feder 2004: 104).
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This intra-Kosovar conflict thus revolves not only around power, but also around the
legitimation and construction of identity — specifically the formation of a hegemonic
Kosovo Albanian identity. This identity is constituted through mnemonic processes,
namely via ‘'memorial signs such as symbols, texts, images, rites, ceremonies, places,
and monuments’ (Assmann 2008: 55). Historian John R. Gillis aptly summarises that
‘the core meaning of any individual or group identity (...) is sustained by remember-
ing, and what is remembered is defined by the assumed identity’ (1994: 3).

Moreover, memories of the struggle for independence are also employed in the
project of nation-building, with Luci and Gusia noting that ‘memory, in post-war and
post-independent Kosovo, both as knowledge and practice, has operated as the sine
qua non of state and nation building’ (2019: 132). This is hardly unusual, given that
since the 19th century scholars and politicians have recognised the connection be-
tween memory and the nation, and the nation has been regarded, at least from the
perspective of hegemonic theories, as a constant negotiation between memory and
history (Olick 1998: 377). This study builds on this understanding of the entangle-
ment of memory and nation-building, while foregrounding the dimension of gender
relations, which has all too often remained peripheral (Luci 2011: 5).

Following this insight, scholars have begun to examine the gendered dimensions
of public narratives about Kosovo's national liberation (Farquet 2018: 363). They
emphasise the central role of men in these memories, distinguishing between two
prominent and opposing forms of masculinity: the ‘peace-loving activist’ and the
‘freedom fighter’ (Krasnigi 2009: 162). In the post-war period, the militaristic strand
occupied a stronger political position, and representatives of the armed resistance
drew on the legacy of the KLA to rewrite the past and legitimise political power in
the present. As a result, post-war remembrance has been dominated by the image
of the armed freedom fighter, emphasising the role of KLA combatants as nation-
al saviours and constructing an ideal of the brave, heroic man. Several interviewees
described this dominance in concrete terms. One, who grew up in Kosovo and now
lives in Germany, acknowledged the widespread celebration of fallen KLA command-
ers while stressing that governing parties had actively instrumentalised this heroic
imagery to secure electoral support in a post-war climate still shaped by memories
of the conflict (Interviewee 1, 25.10.22). A journalist similarly reflected on what she
described as a capture of history and a ‘monopolisation of narratives’ in the post-war
period: ‘the soldier narrative was, kind of like, the only one that was being recorded,
the only one that was kind of being told’ (Interviewee 9, 25.02.23). This is further
underscored by the observation of one interviewee in her mid-sixties that ‘even his-
torically we always were fighting’, suggesting that armed struggle is central to the
master narrative while also extending beyond memories of the 1990s and drawing
on a longer historical self-understanding shaped by repeated struggle (Interviewee 6,
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23.11.22). In this way, the master narrative shapes processes of ‘national imagination’
and produces a Kosovo Albanian identity grounded in armed resistance, martyrdom,
and self-sacrifice (Di Lellio, Schwandner-Sievers 2006; Farquet 2018: 366; Krasniqi
2009: 163; Luci, Gusia 2019: 132, 139). This insight is also illustrated by the youngest
interviewee, who explains:

Whether it is mobilisation against the Ottoman invaders, whether it is mobi-
lisation against Montenegro and Serbian invaders, whether it is mobilisation
against Italian fascists, whether it is mobilisation against Serbia or anything else
— we have particular bits in our whole ethnical identity that shaped us, that re-
ally recycled themselves throughout stages of our lives. (Interviewee 7, 24.11.22)

Although a growing number of diverse voices now complement the formerly
one-sided portrayal and enable a more nuanced engagement with the past, the im-
age of the male soldier of the national liberation movement continues to dominate
collective memory. As a result, the voices of other groups, such as women, civilians,
or relatives of missing persons, are marginalised or silenced. According to Johanna
Mannergren Selimovi¢, Professor of Peace and Development Research, this is not a
phenomenon specific to Kosovo. She observes that at the societal level, particularly
following violent politics, silence plays a central role in nation-building. She elabo-
rates: ‘As remembering the past always comes with forgetting, silence engulfs that
which is cut out of the story, or discursive formations, as Foucault would have it, and
is thus a means to create and sustain a particular social order’ (2020: 3). This, which
she terms following anthropologist Paul Connerton’s ‘hegemonic forgetting’, softens
or weakens narrative aspects to construct clear subject positions that in turn produce
specific power relations (ibid.: 3). This is confirmed by one interviewee, who pointed
out that the contributions of women to the national past are not part of the culture
of remembrance — except for the statue of Mother Teresa and the Heroinat monu-
ment. Why these two figures enter collective memory while women’s socio-political
engagement remains marginalised is the question the following section turns to.

Heroic freedom fighters and the revered mothers of the nation

It is no accident that memories of the multiple roles of Kosovo Albanian women are
absent from the national narrative; it is rather a reflection of the structural interplay
of nation-building, militarisation, and gendered memory politics. This section there-
fore examines constructions of masculinity and femininity in relation to nation-build-
ing and militarism, thereby tracing which notions of femininity are permitted within
the Kosovar master narrative and which are excluded. The Kosovar nation is itself a
site of contestation between competing political narratives, most notably those that
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foreground either armed or civil Albanian resistance against the Serbian regime. Since
nation-building involves the continuous negotiation not only of history and memory
but also of gender relations, these contests draw on ‘socially constructed ideas of
masculinity and femininity to shape female and male participation in nation-building
as well as the manner in which the nation is embodied in the imagination of self-pro-
fessed nationalists’ (Banerjee 2003: 167). As McClintock observes, ‘[a]ll nations de-
pend on powerful constructions of gender’ (1993: 61). The competing constructions
of the ‘peace-loving activist’ and the ‘freedom fighter’ have already been discussed,
yet without considering the subordination of particular forms of femininity. This also
applies to the question of why, in the post-war period, the militaristic strand held a
stronger political position, enabling it to impose a master narrative aligned with its
own interests.

This chapter now turns to Cynthia Enloe’s work, which highlights the link between
masculinity and nation, noting that nationalism “typically knows its origins in mas-
culinised memory, masculinised humiliation, and masculinised hope’ (2014: 93). The
nation thus builds on the idea of masculinity, and it is almost exclusively men who
claim the authority to define the nation-building process and establish the requisite
notions of appropriate masculinities and femininities for the nation. Defining sup-
posedly appropriate behaviours for nation members is necessary to preserve the
nation’s uniqueness. Additionally, these behaviours determine who belongs to the
nation and who does not, thereby turning this behavioural code into a kind of na-
tional boundary. These specific codes are equally central to the identity of collective
members, and the construction of national identity is tied to entrenched notions of
this gender differentiation (Einhorn 2009: 11; Mayer 1999: 18; Yuval-Davis 1997: 37,
47, 67). The task of policing these shared norms and cultural codes thus typically falls
to men, who ensure that women fulfil their assigned roles in the national project.
Political and cultural sociologist Joane Nagel writes that, ‘[T]he scripts in which these
roles are embedded are written primarily by men, for men, and about men, and (...)
women are, by design, supporting actors whose roles reflect masculinist notions of
femininity and of women’s proper “place”’ (1998: 243).

In the case of Kosovo, this means that norms and values tied to a specific form of
masculinity shape the processes of national imagination. This masculinised under-
standing of nationalism centres on the ideal of the hegemonically masculine soldier
or nationalist freedom fighter, thereby subordinating other forms of masculinity and
femininity (Krasnigi 2007, Munn 2008: 442). However, the fact that representatives
of the armed, military resistance held the dominant position in determining which
masculinities and femininities were deemed appropriate for the nation cannot be ex-
plained solely by the male construct of the nation and its patriarchal hierarchies (Enloe
2014: 335). On this basis, the LDK could just as easily have prevailed in the political
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power struggle. Interviewee 17, a feminist activist and journalist, helps explain why
this outcome was not coincidental. She argues that citizenship in Kosovo has been
shaped largely by wartime contributions, producing a political culture in which those
who fought feel entitled to govern, and generating ‘the sentiment among voters and
other citizens to feel like they owe it to them’ (Interviewee 17, 15.08.23). A similar
point was raised by Interviewee 1 in the preceding section. To situate these accounts
theoretically, the analysis draws on Enloe’s work (1993, 2007), which underscores
the importance of examining the role of masculinity and femininity in processes of
militarisation. Enloe draws attention to the mutual shaping of militarism, gender ide-
ologies, and nationalism. Enloe argues that both nationalism and militarism are of-
ten informed by patriarchal values, reinforcing the privileging of men and the idea of
masculinity (2000: 144). Militarisation, as Enloe defines it, is ‘the step-by-step process
by which something becomes controlled by, dependent on, or derives its value from
the military as an institution or militaristic criteria’ (ibid.: 291).

The role of militarisation in post-war Kosovo is particularly evident in the elevated
status of the armed resistance, which the PDK has used to legitimise its power in the
present (Krasnigi 2007: 15). It is important to note in this context that ‘[m]ilitarization
and the privileging of masculinity are both products not only of amorphous cultural
beliefs but also of deliberate decisions’ (Enloe 2000: 33). One such deliberate decision,
as in Kosovo, is to emphasise a (in most cases male) candidate’s military past during
election campaigns, as this image appeals to certain constituencies (ibid.: 32). Until
recently, this electorate constituted a large segment of Kosovo's population, which is
reflected in the fact that, until 2019, the office of Prime Minister was predominantly
held by former KLA fighters (Perritt 2008: 152). In this context, both Interviewee 17
and Enloe employ the term ‘khaki election’ to describe elections in which the success
of competing political actors depends on their ability to present themselves as the
victors of the war. That is to say, in such elections voters tend to favour parties whose
candidates can demonstrate achievements within a military organisation or possess
military skills (Enloe 2000: 6). In light of this, it becomes clear why the LDK lost the
political power struggle to the PDK and why the image of the armed freedom fighter
dominates post-war memory. The freedom fighter emphasises the role of KLA fighters
as national saviours and constructs an image of the brave, heroic man, highlighting
values such as militarised agency and honourable national masculinity (Krasnigi 2009:
163). The resulting form of masculinity is based on gender norms cultivated within or
associated with the military, encompassing qualities such as bravery, strength, and
honour (Balbon 2023: 6). In this context, and following Enloe (2000), one may speak
of ‘militarised masculinities’.

Bringing these considerations together, it becomes evident that former KLA fight-
ers capitalised on their association with militarised masculinities to secure electoral
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success, particularly by benefitting from the portrayal of male KLA heroes (Balbon
2023: 13).# Their political advantage over other forms of masculinity and femininity,
however, had an additional cause. Militarised masculinities were linked to the capac
ity to provide protection, an especially salient need in the post-war context. Moreo-
ver, militarised masculinities often occupy the position of hegemonic masculinity —in
Kosovo, embodied by the armed freedom fighter — standing at the top of a society
in which a variety of masculinities and femininities exist in hierarchical relation to one
another (ibid.: 6-7). The present analysis not only confirms this assumption but also
illustrates the interconnection and mutual influence of militarism, nationalism, and
collective memory. Furthermore, militarised masculinities tend to stand in explicit
opposition to subordinated femininities. While the former are attributed with the
capacity to provide protection, women are associated with the need for protection.
Through this binary, militarised masculinities (re)construct gendered social hierarchies
(ibid.: 6; Enloe 2000: 6). In this context, it is noteworthy that this binary is also evi-
dent in nationalist narratives through the metaphor of ‘nation-as-woman and wom-
an-as-nation’, through which men assume the role of protector, their identity being
closely intertwined with the nation (Mayer 1999: 15; Peterson 1994: 79).

Krasnigi, Sokoli¢, and Kostovicova also draw a parallel with nationalism. They argue:
'Political construction of nationalism in postwar and post-independence Kosovo goes
hand in hand with the construction of gender hierarchies’ (2020: 471). According
to their analysis, this overlap is no coincidence but can be explained by the fact that
representatives of the armed resistance, who appropriated militarised masculinities,
enforced a master narrative based on their contemporary interests. This position of
dominance also enabled them to determine which forms of masculinity and femi-
ninity were deemed appropriate for the nation. It must be added here that the con-
nection between masculinity and militarism or nationalism can only be understood
by taking the significance of both femininity and masculinity into account. Applied
to the present study and the Kosovar context, this means that notions of femininity

4t is important to note that in today’s Kosovo, military affiliation has become more of an obstacle
than an advantage for a political career and is increasingly associated with negative rather than heroic
attributes, challenging the hegemony of militarised masculinities. This aligns with feminist scholarship
emphasising that hegemonic masculinities are constantly renegotiated and can be contested by
alternative political masculinities, particularly in times of transition. Niklas Balbon, a political scientist,
observes the emergence of new political masculinities in Kosovo that privilege educational credentials
over military backgrounds. However, this shift does not automatically dismantle gendered hierarchies.
The earlier hegemony of militarised masculinities entrenched gender norms and produced gendered
conflict capital that continues to persist, even as its dominance is increasingly contested. Thus, the
effects of militarised masculinities extend beyond their hegemony and remain relevant for this study
(Balbon 2023).
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can only be understood through an analysis of normative constructions of masculin-
ity. This also underlines the necessity of the preceding discussion (Enloe 2000: 289;
Yuval-Davis 1997: 1). As Peterson and Runyan note: ‘[M]asculinity and femininity are
not “independent” categories (...) but are defined in oppositional relation to each
other”’ (1999: 8).

Building on this foundation, the analysis turns to the masculinist conceptions of
femininity permitted within the national master narrative. It shows that these concep-
tions overlap with the roles of women in the national project (still ongoing in Kosovo)
outlined by Anthias and Yuval-Davis.

As Yuval-Davis (2004) notes, the construct of the male protector, symbolised by
the armed freedom fighter, is frequently accompanied by the figure of the female
mother. Scholars such as Elife Krasnigi (2014, 2020), Jamie Munn (2006, 2008), Ro-
maine Farquet (2018), and Vjollca Krasnigi (2007) similarly observe in their analyses of
Kosovar remembrance culture that the prevailing symbolic role assigned to women is
that of the revered mother and nurturer of the nation. As mothers, women are the
biological reproducers of the nation and bearers of the community’s future genera-
tions (Yuval-Davis 1997: 37). In this capacity, they are considered indispensable, for,
as Yuval-Davis writes, ‘If the Woman does not want to be Mother, Nation is on its
way to die” (ibid.: 1). Furthermore, the significance of motherhood in nation-building
remains present in the current political context. Interviewee 18, a former employ-
ee of a civil society organisation documenting stories of women, explains: ‘But, eh,
the way that the motherhood concept is used now is from our own president. (...)
That's how you get in Kosovo's society; being a mother is highly valued (...). Says a
lot about how building a nation is continued by motherhood, in that sense’ (Inter-
viewee 18, 24.08.23).

The significance of motherhood as an allegedly appropriate form of femininity
should not be viewed solely in the context of the nation’s biological reproduction.
Women also reproduce the nation culturally and socially by transmitting its values
from one generation to the next and by maintaining social cohesion (Yuval-Davis
1997: 67). Although the civil resistance relied on national cohesion and solidarity — as
one interviewee retrospectively recalled: ‘[A]nd it's interesting; the solidarity between
people was amazing. Today, we don’t have that. Nowhere in the world can you find
that kind of solidarity’ — women’s contributions are acknowledged only within the
framework of family and kinship (Interviewee 6, 23.11.22). Their social sphere is thus
restricted to the private domain (Krasnigi 2014: 203). This is reflected in the words of
one interviewee, a 26-year-old social and cultural anthropology student: ‘Of course,

°> The original quotation is from Karaman in Narod (Zagreb, Croatia), no. 10, 9 September 1995, p. 14,
quoted in Meznaric (1995: 12).
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when you hear about women in the 90s, you hear about this private domain, you
know. Women were always more involved in the private domain, which is like house-
keeping, cooking (...)" (Interviewee 16, 14.08.23). She added that there were, of
course, also women ‘branching out and writing and working in the universities and
everything, or then women working in political parties’ (ibid.).

Yet within the master narrative, it is not this contribution but rather the female
victim figure that dominates: women whose husbands left them and their children
alone during the war, or who, as mothers, mourn children lost or imprisoned during
the conflict (Farquet 2018: 373; Hoxha, Andresen 2021: 277). They are also remem-
bered as victims of sexualised violence perpetrated by Serbian forces and paramili-
tary groups, particularly after this issue entered public debate in 2014, which led to
legislative changes recognising sexualised violence during wartime (Luci, Gusia 2019:
138-139; Pollozhani 2019: 4). This was followed by the incorporation of the previous-
ly marginalised experiences of surviving women into public remembrance, although,
as Krasnigi, Sokoli¢, and Kostovicova note, ‘its incorporation into nation building is
challenging owing to its potential to destabilize the notion of male honour central to
the construction of Albanian national identity’ (2020: 469). Such destabilisation arises
from the symbolic embodiment of women as the bearers of national and collective
honour, while men are positioned as the defenders of the sexual purity and honour of
their women. In this light, the public acknowledgment of sexualised wartime violence
has the potential to destabilise men'’s role as the protectors of the purity and honour
of both “their’ women and their nation, as the woman'’s shame becomes the shame
of the nation and, ultimately, of the man (Munn 2008: 448; Yuval-Davis 1997: 47).

The fact that such memories nevertheless became part of the collective memory
can be explained by the incorporation of wartime rape commemoration into the dom-
inant patriarchal discourse and the nation-building project (Kola et al. 2022: 1416).
A notable example is the Heroinat monument, which the interviewee mentioned in
the previous chapter. Heroinat, the Albanian word for ‘heroines’, is located in cen-
tral Prishtina and commemorates women who were raped by Serbian men during
the 1990s. While representing a necessary intervention to address the absence of
women from Kosovo's commemorative practices, the monument has been met with
criticism from civil society. For example, it has been criticised for homogenising the
experiences of all Kosovo-Albanian women and highlighting precisely those experi-
ences that marginalised and stigmatised them (Luci, Gusia 2019: 139). Interviewee 21
confirms: ‘[I]t's like, it pisses me off, because it's putting everything in one box (...).
They treat us, they treat women, like a homogeneous group, which is not what they
are’ (Interviewee 19, 19.09.23).

Luci and Gusia add that the exclusive focus on survivors of wartime rape, celebrat-
ed as 'heroines’, reduces women'’s recognition to ‘their sexual and cultural reproduc-
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tive roles in marking the boundaries of the nation’ (2019: 139). Through such com-
memorative politics, the female body is reaffirmed as both a protected object of the
‘in-group’ and a target of the ‘out-group’, serving as ‘reminders of the possibility of
sacrifice’ (Billig 1995: 175). As Adem Kola et al. note, this framing suggests that ‘such
suffering was a “contribution and sacrifice”, something to passively be undergone
for the nation, akin to “national duty”’ (2022: 1411). In this way, the recognition of
sexualised wartime violence does not challenge dominant gender hierarchies within
the nation-building process; instead, commemoration reinforces the gendered master
narrative (Krasnigi, Sokoli¢, Kostovicova 2020: 467).

In sum, the analysis demonstrates that Kosovo's master narrative rests on binary
and contrasting constructions of masculinity and femininity and on hierarchical gen-
der identities and relations. Men are remembered as brave, heroic protectors and as
the leaders and creators of the nation, while women remain in their service — com-
memorated as revered mothers and nurturers of the nation, as fragile victims, or as
suffering maternal figures. Through the one-dimensional remembrance of women
as victims and the emphasis on their maternal contributions to the nation, women
are reduced to their reproductive function, reinforcing traditional roles in service of
the nation. Such representations confine women to passivity and support, thereby
denying them agency and subject positionality (Farquet 2018: 373; Hoxha, Andresen
2021: 270; Krasnigi 2014: 207; Krasnigi, Sokoli¢, Kostovicova 2020: 470). The effects
of these constructions of femininity are also reflected in the words of Interviewee 18:

So, there were a lot of activists (...) and they never really received any kind of
recognition, because we see all of the veterans of the war [...]. They are part
of history, they are recognised as such, but what about their wives? If you are
not a raped woman, what are you? You are either a raped woman and you are
recognised now, after so many years, with a memorial and a piece of legislation
that has been passed, or you are just not there. You don't have a status, a con-
cept of being a veteran or a martyr or (...) | don’t know how to put it. You don’t
have a specific title. (Interviewee 18, 24.08.23)

This study concurs with this assessment and adds that the extensive activism and
socio-political engagement of women in the civil resistance are actively erased, as
they fall outside the accepted frames of motherhood and sacrifice for the nation.
Their central role and significant contributions to the struggle for national independ-
ence do not align with masculinist conceptions of femininity or the ‘appropriate’
place of women within the nation — not in the past or in the present. For, as Debo-
rah McDowell argues, ‘[W]hat we call the past is merely a function and production
of a continuous present and its discourses’ (1989: 147). As a result, their stories are
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marginalised by male-dominated state and power politics and remain absent from
Kosovo's culture of remembrance. This, in turn, serves to consolidate male privilege
in the current nation-building process and to maintain hierarchical gender relations
and roles that play a functional role for the overarching politics of nationalism (Gusia
et al. 2019: 4; Luci 2002: 72).

Conclusion

Combining ethnographic data with feminist theories of nationalism, militarism, and
memory, this article demonstrates that women’s erasure from Kosovo's nation- and
state-building is not incidental. Rather, the suppression of their histories from collec-
tive memory stems from the nexus of nation, gender, and militarism, which simulta-
neously shapes gendered representations within Kosovo's memory culture. For this
conclusion, it has been shown that post-war competition over mnemonic dominance
favoured militarised masculinities that legitimised present power and produced a na-
tional identity centred on armed resistance, martyrdom, and self-sacrifice. The ideal of
the male ‘freedom fighter’ is at the centre of this masculinised understanding of na-
tionalism, with other forms of masculinity subordinated to it. Femininities, by contrast,
are positioned in explicit opposition to this hegemonic masculinity, precisely because
this position is occupied by militarised masculinities that (re)construct gendered social
hierarchies. This hitherto under-theorised interaction of nationalism, militarism, and
collective memory becomes particularly visible in the master narrative through bina-
ry and contrasting conceptions of masculinity and femininity. Rooted in hierarchical
gender identities and relations, this narrative marginalises civilian voices and portrays
men as the heroic protectors and creators of the nation, while reducing women to
the symbolic role of mother of the nation or passive victim. Since memories of their
diverse socio-political engagement in the 1990s lie outside this accepted framework,
they are subjected to structural marginalisation; women are thus not remembered
as agents of civil resistance.

To address this imbalance, methodologically the findings call for sustained feminist
archive-making — oral histories, exhibitions, curricula — to challenge the narrow terms
under which women are permitted to appear as national subjects. At the same time,
the current discussion reveals a growing engagement with this topic, alongside an
increasing number of interventions. These matter not only for memory activism, but
also as case studies on shifts in knowledge production. Beyond reshaping Kosovo's
post-war history and filling historical knowledge gaps, such initiatives problematise
discussions of Albanian national history, particularly regarding women as Albanians,
feminists, and collective memory. They contest the legitimation of political power
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through history and memory, disentangling it from potential instrumentalisation
(Krasnigi 2020). Thus, the practice of remembering becomes a political act that breaks
the silence.
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Spolecenstvi Charty 77 nahlizené
z genderové perspektivy!
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Ustav pro soudobé d&jiny AV CR, v. v. i.

Charter 77 from a Gender Perspective

Abstract: The study analyses the distinct contributions of women to the work of Charter 77
and emphasises its intellectual dimension. An important space for women to develop their
own strategies was that of the apartment communities (or ‘salons’), which were primarily or-
ganised by women, combining the role of organiser and intellectual in one person. The study
also examines these women'’s reflections on their involvement in the work of this human
rights initiative and the community that formed around it from the start. An important issue
is their experience with repression and imprisonment — whether of them personally or of
their partners. Using specific examples, it shows how extreme life situations often opened up
space for self-fulfilment and how it was often utilised creatively. For structural reasons, wom-
en’s involvement in the work of Charter 77 took a different form from that of men. However,
their intellectual contribution was equally significant, though we do not have enough sources
or texts to compile a ‘Charter 77 canon’. Women played a role in the intellectual side of the
Charter community and its written output as co-authors, editors, archivists, and translators,
and of course also as typists, a role, however, that is frequently mentioned.

Keywords: Charter 77, gender, dissent, independent culture
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LSolidarni spolecenstvi Charty 77: podoby kazdodenniho souziti a genderova perspektiva”, pfipravova-
né knihy Dé&jiny Charty 77 (Kopecek et al. v tisku).
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Ackoliv je Charta 77 jednou z nejdilezitéjsich kapitol v dé&jinach ceské demokracie
a préavem se ji dostava pozornosti i v soucasném historiografickém vyzkumu,? hlubsi
genderova analyza jejiho fungovani stale jesté schazi. Predmétem predkladané studie
proto bude predevsim vklad Zzen do ¢innosti Charty 77, jejich sebereflexe a zkusenost
s represi a véznénim — jich samych nebo jejich partnera. Vklad Zen do ¢innosti Charty
bude zkouman s ohledem na jeho intelektuaini rozmér, coz je zasadni motiv, ktery se
prolina i do zkoumani dal3ich témat — zkuSenost s represi byla v pfipadé nékterych
Zen kreativné uchopena, jakkoliv se jedna spiSe o vyjimku souvisejici se specifickym
osobnostnim nastavenim a z néj plynoucich obrannych mechanism. Také véznéni
partnerd oteviralo Zenam pole pro vlastni seberealizaci.

Zeny jsou prakticky vylouceny z intelektudlnich d&jin Charty a vSechny pokusy pre-
konat vypravéni o ,pomocné roli zen v disentu” sice ukazuji rtzné podoby jejich par-
ticipace, a navic zpochybriuji i samotnou kategorii ,pomocnosti” jako néceho méné
hodnotného ¢i druhotného (Linkova 2017: 377), ale nevraci do hry Zeny-intelektual-
ky, autorky ¢i spoluautorky podstatnych a vlivnych textd, jakkoliv mohou byt skryté ¢i
tusené. Jisté, Ize to castecné vysvétlit nedostatkem prament (Suk 2023), ale neni to
vysvétleni Uplné. Pravé této roviny Zenského vkladu do déjin Charty si studie také vsi-
maé a z jejich zavérl vyplyva, ze by bylo v dalSim zkoumani produktivni podrobnéji se
zameérit na beletristickou tvorbu autorek a prekladatelek spojenych s disentem a také
na jejich praci edi¢ni a archivarskou. Disent byl vhodnou platformou, kde se mohla
socialni aktivita zen rozvinout a ziskat svébytnou podobu, oscilujici mezi tim, co pokla-
dame za tradi¢ni Fad, statni politikou a emancipadci, ktera je individualnim rozhodnutim
a nabizi i necekané moznosti a modely, spojujici v sobé i zdanlivé protichddné postoje.
Existovala v chartistickém prostredi, které se prezentuje jako oteviené, rovnostarské
a tolerantni, genderové podminéna nerovnost? A pokud ano, jaké strategie dotycné
vytvarely k jejimu prekondvani? Zajima mé také, zda, popfipadé jak, se zkusenost zen-
ského aktivismu v neformalnim opozi¢nim prostiedi propsala do polistopadovych kariér
jeho aktérek a jak ony samy zpétné svou aktivistickou minulost hodnoti.

Podle dostupnych pramen Ize tvrdit, Ze Zeny zkoumaného spolecenstvi si vytvarely
specifickou strategii zité emancipace, kterd v sobé zaroveri mnohdy obsahovala také
nékteré prvky bézné spojované s tradi¢nim fadem — Zeny mivaly vétsi pocet déti, nez
byl dobovy priimér, a vyuzivaly legalni moznosti nechodit do placeného zaméstnani
jako pecuijici osoby, zaroven ale takto vytvorfenou mentélnii ¢asovou kapacitu vyuzivaly
k péci o disidentskou societu a rozvoji fady neformalnich aktivit. Rodina méla v Zivotnich
pribézich Zen funkci Gtocisté mordlnich hodnot a nabizela jim moznost vybéru a Uniku
z politického vydirani a za danych podminek slouzila jako prostfedek emancipace, na
rozdil od placeného zaméstnani, jak by bylo mozné bez znalosti kontextu predpokladat.

2 Nicméné prvni ucelena védecka monografie vychazi az nyni (Kopecek et al. v tisku).
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Vyrazny vliv na genderovou dynamiku ve zkoumaném spolecenstvi mély zasahy
represivniho aparatu, které v mnoha pfipadech vedly k proméné genderovych roli
v rodinach, ale na rliznych Urovnich ovliviiovaly také Zivot komunity. Pripady gende-
rové podminéného nasili z poc¢atku osmdeséatych let se ¢asto stavaly poslednim a roz-
hodujicim impulsem pro odchod doty¢nych a jejich blizkych do exilu (Lefeuvre 2014),
zUstavaly ale jako varovné memento také pro ty, ktefi se rozhodli zGstat.

Jak Ize definovat onu chartistickou societu, ve které tyto Zeny pUsobily?® Char-
ta 77 byla od samého pocatku komunitou, kterad postradala pravidla (stanovy), stalé
reprezentanty, ¢lenstvi a legalni existenci. Absence zminénych ryst byla dlsledkem
strategické rozvahy a vyplyvala z néj také skutecnost, ze kdokoliv pfijal jeji my3slenky
¢i participoval na jeji ¢innosti, byl v podstaté i jejim ¢lenem. Podstatnym defini¢nim
rysem spolecenstvi tak byla jeho heterogenita, proménlivost v ¢ase a nejasné, rozmi-
Zené okraje. Spolecenstvi totiz netvofili pouze signatafi, ale i jejich partnefi, partnerky,
blizci spolupracovnici a dalsi osoby. Néktefi lidé se po podepsani nijak dal neangazovali
— podpis byl jednorazovym a jasnym gestem vyjadfujicim souhlas s textem Prohlaseni
Charty 77. Stejné logika plati i naopak — néktefi lidé nebyli signatafi, a presto se stal
vyraznymi postavami spolecenstvi — jako vymluvny pfiklad poslouZi pfipad sociolozky
Jitiny Siklové, kterd byla ¢inna v disentu od zac¢atku, ale Chartu podepsala az v roce
1989. Disent se v Ceskoslovenském kontextu zformoval jako Siroké opozi¢ni hnuti, de-
finované nesouhlasem s konsolidacf a perzekuci, které nasledovaly po 21. srpnu 1968.
Charta 77 rizné proudy sjednotila na pdorysu lidskych prav, nicméné neznamena to,
Ze reprezentovala veskerou opozici a naopak — i Charta méla své kritiky z fad disentu.*
V rdmovani mého textu tak tvori Charta jakysi referen¢ni bod, k némuz se vybrané
respondentky vztahuji z réznych pozic. Neni pro mé tedy podstatné, zda konkrétni
osoby byly ¢i nebyly signatarkami, ale Ze byly diky svym pratelskym ¢i partnerskym
vazbam soucasti onoho neformalniho a proménlivého spolecenstvi.

Jak Ize ale tuto societu charakterizovat z genderové perspektivy? Inspirativni jsou
zavéry britské historicky Celie Donert (Donert 2022: 171-194), ktera ve svém po-
slednim vyzkumu normalizace pouZila pravé genderovou optiku a dosla k zavéru, ze
genderové role nabizely disidentlim (a nejen jim) produktivni prostor pro nové vyjed-
navani hranic mezi vefejnym a soukromym zivotem. Z jejich zavér( také vyplyva, ze
hlavni komoditou byl volny ¢as, tedy doba, kterou nezabiraly povinnosti vyplyvajici
z placeného zaméstnani a ktera otevirala moznosti pro jeho dalsi, produktivni vyuziti.
Ve zkoumaném pfipadé Ize za ono produktivni vyuziti ¢asu pokladat také specific-
kou péci o tuto reaktivné, tzn. na zakladé vnéjsiho tlaku, vzniklou komunitu. Vedle

3V textu pouzivam pojmU societa, spolecenstvi a chartisticka komunita jako vyznamovych synonym.
4 Genezi pojmu a jeho rozsifeni se podrobnéji vénuje napriklad Peter Bugge ve své eseji nazvané Zdpadni
vynalez? Objevovani Ceského disentu v sedmdesatych letech (Bugge, Burget 2025: 391-416).
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bézného udrzovani sousedskych vztah(, sdileni kazdodennich starosti, hlidani déti
a drobné materidlni vypomoci sem patfi také chozeni k soudd@im, psani dopist Ura-
ddm, sdilenf informaci zvlastniho charakteru, shanéni advokatd apod. Tento socidlni
a kulturni kapital byl vytvaren a sdilen napfi¢ komunitou.

Dosavadni stav poznani a teoretické inspirace

Téma role Zen v Charté bylo oteveno jiz dfive vlivnymi aktérskymi texty Jifiny Siklové
(Siklova 2008) a Kamily Bendové (Bendové 2005), nicméné blizsi odborné pozornosti
se ji dostalo az u prilezitosti 40. vyro¢i této lidskopravni iniciativy. Tehdy vysla diky au-
torskému tymu Sociologického Ustavu AV kolekce rozhovor( s doprovodnou analytic-
kou studifi pod ndzvem Bytova revolta: Jak Zeny délaly disent (Linkova, Strakova 2017).
Pravé tato publikace predstavuje urcity prilom ve zplsobu uvazovani o fungovani
a vnitfni dynamice disentu obecné, protoze pfinasi genderovou analyzu, polemizu-
je s pfedchozimi texty v nékterych zavérech a na zakladé zjisténého formuluje nové
otazky. Pripomenuti si ale zaslouzi i neméné ambicidzni pokus, ktery Bytové revolté
i obéma zminénym aktérskym textlm vyrazné casové predchazel a z rtznych divodd
zUstal zapomenut: jiz v devadesatych letech zacala pofizovat rozhovory se zenami
spojenymi s nezavislou kulturou v Ceskoslovensku americkd politolozka s ¢eskymi
kofeny Mary Hrabik Samal/Sadmalové (Hrabik Sdmalova 1996), ¢ast jeji kolekce je
uloZena v knihovné Gender Studies.

Tato studie védomé a pfiznané navazuje na Bytovou revoltu, nicméné z{stava ukot-
vena v oboru soudobych déjin, to znamena, Ze se snazi pfekrocit pamétovy a aktérsky
ramec dUslednéjsi historizaci. Genderova perspektiva neni ani dnes zcela bézna pfi
formulovani vyzkumnych otazek a hypotéz a ¢eska historiografie, navzdory vyjimkam
a komunikaci s mezindrodnim prostfedim, zlstava v nékterych ohledech ponékud
prezirava — gender byva nékdy jen okrajovym doplfikem, nikoliv svébytnou analytic-
kou kategorii, anebo je tento koncept zcela ignorovan. Kupfikladu ve stejném roce
jako Bytova revolta vysel tiskem také sbornik Sest kapitol o disentu (Suk et al. 2017).
V ném se pojem gender objevuje jen na dvou mistech: v souvislosti s platovou ne-
rovnosti (s. 31) a s genderovou vyvazenosti nezavislého vyzkumu vefejného minéni
v Ceskoslovensku osmdesatych let (s. 144).

Z nejnovejsi knizni produkce vztahujici se pfimo k Zenskému aktivismu ve vychodnim
bloku stoji za pozornost pohled do opozi¢niho Zivota v Bratislavé slovenské sociolozky
Olgy Gyéarfasové (2023), kterad na piikladu deseti zen, s nimiz vedla rozhovory, uka-
zuje vyznam pospolitosti, pratelskych siti a situovanosti konkrétnich aktérek v nich.
Zuzana Madarova v doprovodné studii upozornuje na odlisnosti mezi obéma repub-
likami federace, zasazuje sva pozorovani do kontextu relevantni domaci i zahrani¢ni
literatury. Na zékladé analyzy rozhovor( vyzdvihuje motiv kontroly jako dominantni
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ve vypravénich — kontrola statni moci nad Zivotem Zen a jejich rodin a zaroveri nedo-
statku kontroly nad vlastnim Zivotem.

Z toho vyplyva aj pocit neistoty, ¢i a kedy pridu o zamestnanie ony samy alebo ich
partneri, kedy u nich bude domova prehliadka, ¢i ich sleduju alebo odpocuvaju,
¢i a za a akych okolnosti budd musiet alebo moéct emigrovat. Aj zo snahy aspon
na chvilu nadobudnut pocitu kontroly nad situaciou vyplyvali mnohé akty vzdoru
— od slovného odvravania po pokus o samovrazdu. (Madarova 2023: 250)

Domnivam se, Ze tato potfeba mit alespori néjakou kontrolu na svym zivotem
vedla fadu zen k pomérné radikalnimu rozhodnuti — mit vy3si pocet déti, nez byl do-
bovy prlimér. Tato skute¢nost explicitné neimplikuje tihnuti k tradi¢néjSim rodinnym
modellm, ale naznacuje pravé potfebu mit alespon v néjaké roviné ,zivot ve svych
rukou” (Kopecek et al. v tisku).

Napfi¢ stfedni a vychodni Evropou se dale otdzce Zen v disentu vénovaly Shana
Penn ve své analyze Solidarity a nedavno také Katarzyna Jedynakiewicz-Mréz v ana-
lyze propojeni cirkevniho hnuti s feministickym a ekologickym (Jedynakiewicz-Mréz
2018: 219-239; Penn 2005). Z perspektivy mého vyzkumu je obzvlast relevantni ana-
lyza Shany Penn. Z jejiho vyzkumu a pozorovani vyplyva, ze zeny tvofily v polském
masovém odborovém hnuti vyznamnou silu, jakkoliv tato role dosud nebyla explicit-
né zdUraznéna. Penn si vdimala napfiklad toho, Ze Zenska iniciativa dostala vyznam-
ny prostor v dobé stanného prava a represe v roce 1981. Podobny motiv nachazime
i v pribéhu ¢eskoslovenského disentu, jak ukazuji dale. Jedna se spiSe o podobnost
nahodnou, spole¢nou obéma hnutim, mezi nimiz jinak nalézame fadu podstatnych
rozdil{. Inspirujici ovsem je, jaké otazky Penn klade a jak na né hleda odpovédi ve své
kolektivni biografii sedmi hlavnich Zen (a fady dalsich), jejichz iniciativa zajistila Soli-
darité kontinuitu. ProtoZe pravé udrzeni jeji existence bylo tim podstatnym faktorem,
jenz zpUsobil, Ze represe, jakkoliv byla tvrda, hnuti nezdecimovala.

Pro mou perspektivu jsou kli¢ovym zdrojem pravé biografické prameny, pfedevsim
rizné publikované (a v mensi mife archivni) rozhovory s aktérkami popisovanych
a analyzovanych déjd. Tyto rozhovory byly pofizovany s rliznymi zaméry a v rliznych
Casech. A také rliznou metodologii — mame k dispozici jak volna vypravéni zivotnich
pfibéhd, tak polostrukturované rozhovory rdmované uzsim tematickym vymezenim.
Zvyraznénim individualniho aspektu v téchto rozhovorech se do historického vyzkumu
dostava snaha rekonstruovat kazdodennost konkrétnich lidi. Pamétnici, pfimi aktéfi
popisovanych déjl, pomahajf svou reflexi minulého porozumét svym nazord, omylim
a predstavam a takto ziskany pramenny materiadl napomaha ke zkoumani vztahu déjin
a kazdodenniho Zivota, individualnich historickych zkusenosti a politickych nazord.
Neustalé napéti mezi tehdejsim a nynéjsim otevira prostor pro nejrliznéjsi interpretace
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a je tfeba do néj vstupovat velmi obezietné a citlivé, obzvlast z divodu nespolehlivosti
osobni paméti. Na druhé strané vsak, jak zdUrazruje Tzvetan Todorov, tyto vzpominky
davaji ,lidskou tvar” i jinak neosobnim kolektivnim udalostem a osuddim a umozriuji
znovu prozit onu akci a znovu procitit to, o¢ v ni $lo (Todorov 1998: 36-37).

Ke zkoumané problematice existuje rozsahly korpus biografickych pramenda, ktery
vznikal za rGiznym Ucelem jiz od pocatku devadesatych let. Z biografickych rozhovor(
odkazuji pfedevsim na dva vyzkumné projekty a z nich vychazejici soubory rozhovord.
Prvnim je Lidé a spolecenstvi Charty 77, realizovany v letech 1994-1996 llonou Christl
a Kvétou Jechovou, z néhoz vychazi pozdéjsi publikace Kvéty Jechové (Jechova 2003).
Druhym pak Politické elity a disent v obdobi tzv. normalizace: Zivotopisna vypravéni
zlet 2002-2004, ktery je z velké ¢asti publikovan ve dvojdilném sborniku sestaveném
Pavlem Urbaskem a Miroslavem Varnkem (Urbasek, Vanék 2005).

Genderové fungovani chartistické komunity

V nasledujici ¢asti se pokousim zachytit tfi roviny zenského aktérstvi: jejich intelek-
tualni prinos, svébytné uchopeni aktivismu ke konci osmdesatych let a jejich partici-
paci na projektech, které byvaji vnimany jako dilo jejich partnerd ¢i pratel. Vyznam
role hostitelek v bytovych spolecenstvich a bytd jako center opozice vyzdvihuji zavéry
tymu vedeného Marcelou Linkovou (Linkova 2017: 380-385). Byty jsou vnimany jako
dulezité pilite, na nichZ se buduje spolecenstvi a které pro svou otevienost predstavuji
jakési komunikacni a informacni uzly, hrajici podstatnou roli pfi komunikaci se zah-
rani¢nimi novinari (Linkova 2017: 382). A jimi sesbirané a publikované rozhovory jen
potvrzuji, Zze bez (Zzenské) péce o toto zazemi by nic takového nemohlo existovat.
Pro pochopeni genderové dynamiky jsou podstatné pravé ty priklady, v nichz byla
Zena tou hlavni aktérkou, spojujici ve své osobé nejen roli hostitelskou, ale také inte-
lektudlni a organizacni. Vybrané Zeny byvaly hlavnimi hybatelkami déni a také garant-
kami toho, Ze se akce kona v bezpe¢ném prostiedi (jak jen to Zivot v socialistickém
Ceskoslovensku dovoloval). V Praze existovalo takovych ,salénG” nékolik. Od roku
1971 do svého odchodu do exilu v roce 1979 provozovala v Pafizské ulici v Praze svij
»salon” Dana Hordkova (Hordkova 2020: 17), kterd byla navic spoluzakladatelkou
a tvarkyni Edice Expedice (od roku 1975). Dalsi prazsky ,,salén” nachazime v Tulipa-
nové ulici na Zahradnim mésté, kde bydlela psychoterapeutka Jitka Vodnanska (Vod-
fanska 2018: 109, 180-181), a u niz se schazeli jeji pratelé z uméleckych a psychote-
rapeutickych kruhd. Svij ,salén” méla také ekonomka a prekladatelka Rita Klimova,
kterad sdilela domacnost se svym otcem, novinafem Stanislavem Budinem. Bydleli
nejprve v ulici U Zemépisného Ustavu v Praze-Dejvicich, od roku 1974 ve Slancové na
sidlisti Dablice. Diky nému a také diky svému byvalému manzelovi Zdénku Mlynarovi
udrzovala kontakty nejen se zadpadnim zahranicim, ale také s Polskem a Sovétskym
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svazem (Bartlova 2021: 181-182). Pravidelna setkani s prfedem pfipravenym progra-
mem se konala také u lékarky Mileny Cerné v Trojanové ulici. Mezi pravidelné hosty
jejich ¢tvrte¢nich vecer( patfil Petr Rezek, Zbynék Hejda, Jan Sokol a dal3i (Hodacova
2021: 94-95). Specificky piklad pak predstavuje bytové divadlo Vlasty Chramostové
(Jungmannova 2018: 55-84).

Kromé domécich ,salond” vznikla na pocatku osmdesatych let v prostiedi chartis-
tickych Zen stolni spole¢nost U Supd, kterd sdruzovala zéjemce a zajemkyné o brako-
vou literaturu, mj. Olgu Stankovi¢ovou, Jarmilu Bélikovou, Vlastimila Tresnaka, Olgu
Havlovou a Petrusku Sustrovou. V tomto okruhu zacala byt budovana , Svépomocna
lidovéa knihovna Hrobka”, kterd shromazdovala a propagovala brakovou literaturu
a sidlila v byté Stankovi¢ovych v Melantrichové ulici. Schizek se Gcastnili i dalsi lidé,
jako Kamila Bendové, Vaclav Havel a dal3i (Caslavova 2014: 33-39). K pravidelnym
aktivitdm pozdéji pribylo vydavani samizdatového obcasniku Novy brak (Priban et al.
2018: 348) a poradani recesistickych akci (Kosatik 1997). Olga Stankovic¢ova v rozho-
voru z roku 1988 hovofi o Hrobce jako o vysledku , osvobozeni od muzd”, o projektu,
ktery plvodné vznikl jako cCisté Zenska iniciativa (Pokorna, Onuferova 2016: 11-32).

Vyjimecny byl v tomto kontextu byt brnénské filozofky Bozeny Komarkové. Komar-
kova (1903-1997) byla totiz jednou z mala Zzen z chartistického okruhu, jejiz intelek-
tualni vklad do tohoto spolecenstvi byl doceriovan jiz tehdy. Potvrzuje to mimo jiné
ocenéni z roku 1980, kdy za svou knihu Vznik a ptvod lidskych prav obdrzela cenu
Edice Petlice, kterou finan¢ni ¢astkou a umeéleckym dilem dotoval Jifi Kolar, toho ¢asu
jiz v parizském exilu (Hanakova 2020: 70). Za stejnou praci obdrzela také v roce 1982
Cestny doktorat Univerzity v Basileji (Kefkovsky 2014: 84). Ackoliv nemohla po svém
absolutoriu filozofie na brnénské univerzité v roce 1948 z ideovych divodd vyuco-
vat, méla Siroky okruh zaku, ktery se rekrutoval z neformalnich struktur, pfedevsim
Ceskobratrské cirkve evangelické. V jeji brnénské garsoniéfe v Pekarské ulici se pod-
le vzpominky Jana Simsy (Urbasek, Vangk 2005: 948) ,,... schazelo maximélngé osm
lidi. Dbalo se na to, aby tam byl byvaly komunista, aby tam byl masarykovec, katolik,
evangelik, aby ta spole¢nost byla pestra. A diskutovalo se o pre¢teném ¢lanku za pfi-
tomnosti pani profesorky Koméarkové, ktera diskusi pak hodnotila (Komarkova 1991).”

VySe zminéné priklady ukazuji, Zze se zeny aktivné podilely na intelektualnim roz-
méru chartovniho spolecenstvi, byly to intelektualné rovnocenné partnerky muzdim-
-disidentdim a dokazaly tvofivym zplsobem vyuZzivat moznosti seberealizace, které
se jim na velmi skromném pldorysu nabizely.

Kreativitu nachazime také v novych formach aktivismu, které se objevuji po poloving
osmdesatych let a na nichz se vyrazné podili Zeny dosud spojené s Chartou: z inicia-
tivy Jarmily Johnové a Anny a Terezie Hradilkovych vznikaji Prazské matky (Olsakova
2024: 18-72), k Nezavislému mirovému sdruzZeni se pridavaji Ruth Sormové a v Brné
Hana Holcnerova, které Chartu podepsaly v roce 1988, resp. 1989, a ve Spolecnosti
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pratel USA plsobi Simona Hradilkova.> U ekologickych a mirovych aktivit je podstat-
nym motivem, Usticim v protirezimni aktivismus, potfeba postavit se za svou rodinu,
chranit své déti pred vSim nezdravym v podobé nejen znecisténého Zivotniho pro-
stredi, ale také spole¢nosti prosaklé militarismem a pUsobici na déti jiz od ranych let.
V téchto iniciativach se spojuje genderova a generacni zkusenost, reaguijici také na
promény geopolitické situace.

Aktivity a projekty mély nepochybné také svij intelektualni vyznam, jakkoliv mame
jen malo pisemnych dokladd o konkrétnich debatach a koncipovani ¢i spoluautorstvi
textd. Dosud nedocenény prinos pro intelektualni déjiny Charty 77 predstavuje aktivita
Evy Kantlrkové, kterd zlstava skryta za jeji plvodni autorskou tvorbou — Chartu 77
podepsala ve ,druhé varce”, tedy v lednu 1977, a celé predchozi desetileti byla spi-
sovatelkou z povolani. Byla vyznamnou iniciatorkou debat, které se vztahovaly k his-
torické paméti, k narodni identité a otdzce zodpovédnosti za osud (nejen) narodniho
spolecenstvi, a této roviné jeji tvarci prace se vénuji v dalsim textu (Holeckova, Her-
mann v tisku). Usporadala jako editorka nékolik sbornik(, které zachycuiji debaty nad
IV. dilem Paméti Viiclava Cerného, pripominaji osobnost a dilo Josefa Pekare, tv(ir¢im
zpUsobem aktualizuji odkaz Mistra Jana Husa a podobné. Jeji editorska prace byla sku-
te¢né rozsahla a jeji vyznam spociva nejen v iniciovani debat, ale predevsim v tom, ze
dokazala dosédhnout jejich pisemného zachyceni a publikovani v samizdatu. Pravé tento
rozmér jeji intelektudlni a organizacni prace zlstava dosud opomijen a nedocenén.

DUlezitou skutecnosti také je, Ze zeny v mnoha pfipadech prejimaly praci svych
véznénych manzell, ukazuje to proces s Vyborem na obranu nespravedlivé stihanych
(VONS), ktery nejen pokracoval ve své praci, ale manzelky dvou uvéznénych navic
prevzaly vydavani samizdatového periodika a samizdatové edice (viz dale). Rok 1979
byl momentem, v némz Charta Celila svému nejvétsimu ohrozeni, a je podlozenou
skutec¢nosti, Ze bez iniciativy, jiZ prfedstavoval VONS, by byla ¢innost Charty 77 vy-
znamné utlumena nebo by zcela zanikla. VONS vznikl 27. dubna 1978 se zamérem
sledovat pfipady pronéasledovanych za projevy svého presvédceni a pfipady policejni
a justi¢nf svévole (Pazout 2007). Rozsahly zatah represivniho aparatu z roku 1979
vyUstil v odsouzeni péti ¢lend k nepodminénym trestlm odnéti svobody — byli jimi
Otta Bednarova, Vaclav Benda, Jifi Dienstbier, Vaclav Havel a Petr Uhl. Trio mluv¢ich
v dobé procesu tvofil Vaclav Benda, Jifi Dienstbier a Zdena Tominova. Ackoliv byli oba
jeji spolumluvei véznéni, Tominova svlj mandat vykonavala cely rok a pak jej predala
Rudolfu Battékovi (Hradilek 2011: 102). Vytrvala, i kdyz Celila bezprecedentnimu nasil.

Na mista uvéznénych pfrisli novi lidé, ktefi pokracovali v zapocaté ¢innosti. Mezi
témito asi dvanacti byla napriklad také Petruska Sustrova. Diky Anné Sabatové po-

5 Dokumentarni cyklus Ceského rozhlasu Plus Dé&ti Charty: , Ulet. Tak uZ jsem taky nebezpec¢na. P¥ibéh
Simony Hradilkové” (2017).
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kracovalo také vydavani samizdatového ¢asopisu Informace o Charté 77 a Olga Hav-
lové déle udrzovala v chodu samizdatovou Edici Expedice, ktera existovala jiz od roku
1975 (Romanovéa 2014: 16—17). Havlova do tirdze uvadéla své jméno namisto jména
svého véznéného manzela, ¢imz se vystavovala riziku trestni odpovédnosti za opiso-
vani a Sifenf zakazané literatury. Navic stala u zrodu reprezentativniho samizdatového
Casopisu O divadle, ktery vychazel od roku 1986, a o rok pozdéji u samizdatového
videoperiodika Originalni Videojournal.

Samoziejmost, s niz obé Zeny pokracovaly, potvrzuje jejich znalost fungovani obou
redakci a Ize tedy predpokladat, Ze se na této praci podilely i predtim, nez byli jejich
manzelé uvéznéni. Pokracovani ve vydavani periodika ¢i knizni edice nepredpokla-
dalo tedy ,jen” odvahu, odhodlani vénovat tomu svij ¢as a energii, ale také znalost
prace, kontaktl a rGznych nepsanych pravidel, ktera samizdatové vydavani provaze-
la. Doty¢né tak svou praci participovaly na produkovani a reprodukovani socialniho
a kulturniho kapitalu Charty 77.

Zita emancipace zen Charty 77

Pro obecné oznaceni prevladajicich zivotnich strategii Zen v chartistickém spolecenstvi
se jako nejpfiléhavéjsi jevi Zita emancipace. V téchto pribézich je také reprodukova-
na pomocna a podpurna role Zen, jejich state¢nost a vyznam jimi tvofeného zazemi
pro aktivity jejich muz( a také role hostitelska: ,setkani byla spojena s pohosténim,
o které se staraly manzelky” (Bendova 2005: 64). Kamila Bendova o Zzenach hovori
jako o ,nositelkéch odvahy a nadéje” (Bendova 2005: 59) a vyslovuje domnénku, ze
v rdmci akce Asanace odchazely do exilu pfedevsim ty pary, u nichz ,to nevydrzely
Zeny. Kdyz Zzena svého muze podrzela a pfiméla ho nevzdavat se, vétsinou se rodi-
na nevystéhovala” (Bendova 2005: 62). V tomto pohledu je role Zeny vnimana jako
role nositelky bfemena odpovédnosti, ale jiz neni nijak vysvétleno, proc jej nese zrov-
na Zena a zrovna takovou mérou. Pokud Zena neobstoji ve velmi Siroce pojaté roli
.bezmezné podporovatelky”, mize dojit k negativné vnimanému a hodnocenému
rozhodnuti muze. Zde totiz stoji za pfipomenuti, Zze odchod do exilu byl ¢asto vni-
man jako selhanf jak samotnymi exulanty, tak témi, ktefi v Ceskoslovensku zdstali (Bra-
benec 2010: 184; Jirous 1980: 406; Sdmal et al. 2024: 103-104). Pravé zde nardzime
na odvracenou tvar podpdrné role zen, kterd se mlze na prvni pohled jevit jako pozi-
tivni kvalita hodna obdivu. Pokud ale neni dostate¢nd, vina pada na zenu-parnerku.

Kamila Bendova je jednou z vyraznych osobnosti disentu, autorkou vlivného textu
0 postaveni a roli Zen v disentu a do soucasnosti také ¢astou Ucastnici pamétnickych
debat vztahuijicich se k Charté 77, disentu a souvisejicim tématim. Prévé ona ve svych
vystoupenich pravidelné zdlraznuje , patriarchalni usporadani” své rodiny, prestoze
byla po celou dobu sedmdesatych a osmdesatych let hlavni Zivitelkou a matkou po-
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Cetné rodiny, a Ize také predpokladat, ze jeji intelektualni vklad do samizdatovych
a jinych aktivit jejiho manzela byl nemaly. Sama ale nebyla signatarkou Charty 77,
tlenkou VONS ani zadné dalsi nezavislé iniciativy, které vznikaly pfedevsim v druhé
poloviné osmdesatych let. Neni ono zdGrazriovani ,,patriarchalniho usporadani” spise
proklamativni neZli skute¢né odpovidajici realité? S bézné chapanym patriarchalnim
rodinnym usporadanim zde totiz koliduje skute¢nost, Ze pravé Zzena vykonavala pla-
cené zaméstnani mimo domacnost a Ze toto byl podstatny motiv, ktery ji limitoval
v otevfeném vefejném angazma a v signovani Charty 77. SpiSe nez o , patriarchalni
usporadani” se zde podle mého nazoru jedna o proklamativni Zenskou submisivitu,
kterd mlze byt motivovana nejriznéjsimi ddvody, tfeba strachem z vykroceni ze za-
Zitych schémat a vzorcd, strachem z odmitnuti ¢i opusténi. Pribéh Bendové patii ke
~kanonickym” pribéhdm (Bendova, Stehlik 2024; Némcova, Hornik 2021), které jsou
vypravény porad stejné, témér doslovné v pribéhu desetileti. Tézkosti a utrpeni jsou
v nich externalizovany: pfinasim obét vyssimu cili, ale netrpim v kazdodennim Zivo-
té pochybnostmi o smyslu utrpeni, vlastni osamélosti. Tato sebezrafiujici strategie je
nastrojem, jimz se nerovnost dale reprodukuje.

Je pozoruhodné také si vsimat, jaky rodinny model byl tehdy vniman jako tradi¢ni
¢i patriarchalni. Napfiklad Vaclav Benda (Benda 1979: 274) hovofi o své viastni rodiné
jako o patriarchalni a svou charakteristiku rozviji nasledujicim argumentem:

Diky patriarchalnimu zfizeni nasi rodiny se ma zena zdrzuje vefejnych projevi
a mlze proto doposud vykondvat své povolani matematicky [v Matematickém
ustavu Ceskoslovenské akademie vé&d, pozn. aut.]. Ostatng diky témuz z¥izeni
jsem si naprosto jist (@ mam to experimentalné ovéreno), ze v pripadé mého
uvéznéni bude v maj prospéch ucinéno vse, co Ize ucinit, a jesté néco navic.

Neni mi UpIné jasné, co ma na mysli tou druhou vétou — snad Zze mu manzelka
sezene dobrého advokata, ktery mu bude v pfipadé zatceni k dispozici, a Ze se jeho
rodiné dostane nejen materidlni podpory, pokud skon¢i ve vézeni. A skute¢né, Vaclav
Benda byl v procesu s VONS na podzim téhoz roku uvéznén na Ctyfi roky a cely trest
si odsedél. Jeho manzelka Kamila vzpominala pozdéji na osamoceni, které zazivala
v pribéhu téchto let, navzdory funguijici a podpUrné solidarnf siti, ktera ji i jeji déti
obklopovala (Bendova 2005: 318). Po navratu Vaclava Bendy z vézeni se manzellim
narodilo Sesté dité, dcera Markéta, s niz zlstal jeji otec na rodi¢ovské dovolené, proto-
Ze nemohl sehnat zadnou placenou praci. Bendova na tuto dobu pozdégji vzpominala:
.Pro muze byt vdomacnosti v dobé, kdy to jesté viibec nikde neexistovalo, mohl byt
velice frustrujici a naro¢ny pocit.” (Linkova, Strakova 2017: 39)

Ve vypravénich zen-aktérek navic chybi (sebe)reflexe a pouzivani feministickych
pojmU nebo se naopak objevuje vyslovné odmitani , feminismu” jako pojmu a nedl-
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véra k feminismu jako politickému konceptu. Petruska Sustrové napriklad vzpominala,
jak se takto vymezovala v diskusi se zahrani¢nimi novinarkami: ,,Déldm v Charté a ve
VONSu stejnou praci jako muzi, jsem pronasledovana stejné jako oni a to znamena, ze
mé& i rezim bere stejné. Proc¢ bych se neméla citit rovnopravna?” (Sustrova 2023: 181)
Feminismus byl chapan, a tudiz odmitan jako boj proti pfiznané nerovnopravnosti.
Jeji pfistup Ize rovnéz klasifikovat jako ,socialni aktivismus”, pro néjz je zasadni praxe,
nikoliv intelektualni rAmovani, a je tedy sém o sobé postojem v jadru feministickym,
protoze otevird prostor emancipaci ¢i vlastni seberealizaci. Ukazuje také, Ze se boj ved|
za svobodu jedince a dllezita byla univerzalnost lidskych prav (Pehe 2025). Historicka
Veronika Pehe (2025: 1-16) poukazala na skute¢nost, ze Charta 77 se ve svych doku-
mentech explicitng nezabyvala otazkou zenskych prav jako takovou. Cesko-némecka
spisovatelka a publicistka Alena Wagnerova (2017: 217) se domniva, Ze skutecnost,
Ze zeny a muzi méli shodného utlacovatele v podobé stranického aparatu, snizovala
citlivost k subtilnéjsim, genderové specifickym mechanism@m utlaku a diskriminace.

Vedle dobre vedenych rozhovor( existuje jesté jeden kli¢, jenz by dokazal otevrit
tuSenou, ale dosud malo objevenou a popsanou krajinu ne tak idylickych pribéhd
Zenského prozivani disidentské zkusenosti. Tim klicem je plvodni literérni tvorba zen,
jez slouzi jako nastroj emancipace ¢i zpUsob, jak se vyrovnat s frustrujici a naro¢nou
zkuSenosti Zivota v Ceskoslovenském disentu. FikEni vypravéni, Cerpajici z vlastniho
Zivotniho pfibéhu, uchopené uméleckymi nastroji totiz zprostfedkovava emoce a pro-
Zivani doty¢nych jesté silnéji a intenzivnéji nez rozhovory rizného typu.

Dostupny korpus téchto textl Ize rozdélit na dvé skupiny: autorkami té prvni (Bouc-
kova 1992; Jilkova® 2024; Landovska 2019, 2025) jsou ,dcery slavnych otcl”, které
resi nejen komplikovany osobni vztah, ale také skute¢nost, Ze stigma vyplyvajici ze
znamého pfijmeni na né dopadalo bez ohledu na to, zda otec s rodinou Zil a zda se
svymi détmi rozvijel normalni, rodi¢ovsky vztah. Druhou (Hordkova 2020; Pithartova
20077; Vodiianska 2018) pak reprezentuji knihy zaloZené na autopsii, jejichz autorky
jsou Zeny, které nemusely mit pfedchozi zkusenost s literarni tvorbou. Nachazime zde
nékolik spole¢nych motivl: ¢asto byva tematizovana moc, vina, kompromis a osobni
odpovédnost v prostredi a podminkach, v nichZ se doty¢na neocité vlastnim priciné-
nim a které jsou definovany soudobym autoritarskym rezimem. Kazdodenni Zivot je
Casto popisovan za pomoci ironie a introspekci do vnitfniho svéta. Pozoruhodna je
v této souvislosti recenze Libory Oates-Indruchové vénovana Indidnskému béhu Tere-
zy Bouckové (Oates-Indruchova 2003: 118-123), svym dlrazem na dllezitosti hledani
Zenské identity mimo patriarchalni struktury a také postfehem, Ze ,,novela je kritikou

& Dcera Ludvika Vaculika a Lenky Prochazkové.
7 Jak doklada Vaculik@iv Cesky sndr a jeho nové, komentované vydani, za¢ala Pithartova pracovat na své
sbirce povidek jiz v pribéhu sedmdesatych let (Sdmal et al. 2024: 63).
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socialistického zfizeni jako takového zfizeni, které utiskovalo viechny bez ohledu na
gender, ale vypravécka zarover odmita pfiznat statut [sic] hrdinG muzskym celebritdm
disidentskych ¢i exilovych kruhd, pokud se zpronevérili své moralni integrité na intimni
Urovni.” Otazka (Zenského) hrdinstvi je leitmotivem i dalsich zde zminénych publika-
ci autorek a jeji formulovani a opakovani v rliznych podobach nabourava predchozi
,Ucelovy kompromis”, ktery kromé ideologického a hodnotového rozméru mél také
svou genderovou dimenzi — o patriarchatu a genderovém utlaku v jeho nejriiznéjsich
podobach se nehovofilo (nejen) z dlvodu, Ze pro to neexistovaly v dobovém kontextu
spravné pojmy, ale také proto, Ze udrzeni smiru bylo podminkou pfeziti disidentskych
struktur a jemu vlastnich aktivit. K literarni tvorbé Zen je ale potfeba pfistupovat s vé-
domim, Ze jde o literarni texty, které pracuji s literarnimi postupy, pfedevsim se stylizaci.

ZkuSenost represe

Nejvétsim represivnim zasahem do chartistického spole¢enstvi byl proces s VONS.
V této souvislosti je potfeba obzvlasté vyzdvihnout prinos Evy Kanttrkové, kterou
proces s VONS inspiroval k sestaveni unikatni publikace, kolekce dvanacti rozhovort se
signatarkami Charty 77. Publikace, nejprve vydana v roce 1980 pod nédzvem Dvanact
rozhovort (pozdéjsi vydani jsou zndma jako Sesly jsme se v této knize), soubézné vysla
v exilovém nakladatelstvi Index v Koliné nad Rynem a Vaculikové samizdatové edici
Petlice. Kantlrkovou inspirovala pravé skute¢nost, ze mezi zadrzenymi bylo nékolik
Zen a Ze i mluvei byla Zena. Proto oslovila k rozhovordim aktivni zeny, které pro svou
¢innost dokonce podstupuii riziko véznéni. Kniha tak v lec¢ems navazovala na Ceské
rozhovory novinare Jifiho Lederera (Lederer 1979), ktery pro knizni vydani rozmlou-
val s Jifim Gru3ou, Vaclavem Havlem, Karolem Sidonem, Ludvikem Vaculikem, Ale-
xandrem Klimentem a dalsimi. A také s Evou Kantlrkovou, kterd tak byla jedinou
oslovenou zenou. Unikatnost rozhovor( pofizenych Kanttrkovou spocivala v tom, ze
oslovila vyhradné Zenské respondentky a na rozdil od kolegy-novinare také respon-
dentky spiSe neznamé, ne literarné ¢inné. Svou motivaci pozdéji reflektovala:

Do Dvanécti rozhovord jsem si zeny odsouzenych disidentl vybrala, protoze mi
to pfislo jako dobry zpUsob, jak dat rezimu do zubt. Odsoudi muzského? Dob-
Fe, muzsky ma byt stateny. Ale novinarsky Ucinnéjsi mi pfipadalo ukazat, co
v takové chvili prozivé jeho Zena. Rana do zubU to zfejmé byla, kdyz vysla v fadé
vydani v zahrani¢i a byla jsem za ni zaviena. KdyZ se Jifi Lederer vratil z vézeni
[v roce 1980, pozn. aut.], fekl mi: tak tos mi vzala téma. (Kantlrkova 2005: 59)8

& Citace plvodné pochdazi z rozhovoru s Tomasem Némeckem, ktery vznikl v roce 1995 pro casopis
Mlady svét.
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Zvetejnéni souboru mélo pro Kantdrkovou, spolu s kauzou tzv. francouzského
kamionu, fatalni nasledky — byla zat¢ena a umisténa do vysetfovaci vazby na deset
mésicd. Jeji trestni stihani pokrac¢ovalo dale na svobodé a ukoncila ho az sametova
revoluce roku 1989. Trvani trestniho stihani s otevienym koncem bylo ovsem také
specifickym represivnim ndastrojem, ktery umozrioval drzet dotyc¢né v nejistoté a pro-
vadét fadu ukonl (domovni prohlidky, vyslechy, pracovnépravni postihy), které obvi-
nénym a jejich rodindm ¢asto umysiné znepfijemnovaly Zivot (Pazout 2017: 33-34).

Perzekvované Evy Kantéirkové se u Evropského parlamentu ve Strasburku zastala do-
pisem skupina deviti Zen, jez pozadovala jeji propusténi. Skupinu tvorily respondentky
jejiho knizniho souboru, které byly zrovna na svobodé (Informace o Charté 77 1981).
Publikace Sesly jsme se v této knize byla v roce 1989 ocenéna Cenou Jana Palacha,
ktera byla udélovana ,,za zvlast vynikajici dilo nebo spolecenskou vyznamnou ¢innost
jednotlivce ¢i skupiny v Ceskoslovensku v oblasti literarni, umélecké, védecké, vzdéla-
vaci, edi¢ni, humanitarni a publicistické".®

Jaka byla ¢tenarska recepce knihy, mdzeme jen odhadovat, protoze pochopitelné
nemame Udaje o jejim nakladu ani blizsi pfedstavu o ,,divokych opisech” jejiho textu.
Pozornost ji vénoval lvan Martin Jirous (Jirous 2019: 929-931) ve své anotaci z ledna
1981. Nejprve pfiznal, Ze knihu, u jejihoz vzniku diky blizkym vazbdm k nékterym
respondentkam byl, pokladal za , feministickou blbost”, a zdGraznil, ze ,nikdy nedé-
lil tvr¢i nebo angazované lidi podle pohlavi”. Po jejim prec¢teni ale uznal, Ze kniha
vypravi ,strizlivymi a cudnymi prostiedky vse o désivosti a nadéji nasi doby” a Ze ji
chce a musi hajit proti jejim kritikim. A dodava, Zze dané metoda umoznila dokonale
»prokouknout svét, ve kterém zijeme"”. Pravé jeho postreh doklada intuitivni pocho-
peni pro to, jak ddlezita je genderova perspektiva, jakkoliv tento pojem nebyl v da-
ném kontextu znam a pouzivan. Svym ¢tenim mél moznost nahlédnout na sloZitost
situace z perspektivy, na niz nebyl zvykly, a svou sebereflexi pfiznava, ze zachytil cosi,
co mu dfive unikalo. Zarover ale ocenuje to, co nazyva ,stfizlivost a cudnost”, jako
kvality, které odpovidaji tradi¢nimu pohledu na Zenu a normativni ideal jejiho chova-
ni a prozivani. ,Dana metoda”, dnes bychom fekli genderové ¢teni textu, navic diky
sdilené Zenské zkusenosti presvédcivé ukazuje praxi tehdejsi moci a jejiho aparatu.

Kantlrkova nebyla jedinou Zenou, ktera ve stejné dobé celila trestnimu stihani.
Sedm mésicl ve vy3etfovaci vazbé stravila v souvislosti s VONS psycholozka Jarmi-
la Bélikova (1948-2010), ktera byla po Vaclavu Malém druhou nejmladsi zadrzenou
v tomto procesu. Ukazky z jejich vézenskych dopisd, v nichz si mimo jiné stéZovala na

° Libri prohibiti, sbirka Charta 77, karton 9, inv. ¢. 5, sign. 5/3, Nicolay, France (tajemnice Comité inter-
national pour le soutien de la Charte 77 en Tchécoslovaquie — International Committee for the Support
of Charter 77 in Czechoslovakia): zadost o finan¢ni piispévek pro Cenu Jana Palacha udélenou za rok
1988 Evé Kantlrkové, listopad 1988.
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svlj ,preci jen moc svérazny” smysl pro humor, kvili némuz ji jsou dopisy vraceny,
uverejnil exilovy ¢asopis Svédectvi (Bélikova 1980: 618-621). Bélikova se diky svym vy-
sokoskolskym studiim psychologie na brnénské univerzité znala s Jaroslavem Sabatou,
ktery zde ved| katedru psychologie, a také se zde seznamila s jeho synem Vaclavem
Sabatou a jeho pozdgjsi manzelkou lvankou Simkovou (Lefeuvre 2014). Po prestého-
vani do Prahy v roce 1972 pracovala jako socialni kuratorka pfi Obvodnim narodnim
vyboru pro Prahu 6, po svém podpisu Prohlaseni Charty 77 byla v ¢ervnu 1977 ze
zaméstnani propusténa a pracovala v pomocnych profesich (Blazek 2010: 59-62). Po
propusténi z vézeni pokracovala ve své praci pro VONS a zapojovala se i do dalSich
nezavislych aktivit, ackoliv byla nadale sledovana Statni bezpec¢nosti a mohla pracovat
jen v profesich nevyzadujicich vyssi kvalifikaci.

Priklad Kanttrkové i Bélikové ukazuje tvorivy pfistup, ktery obé zeny dokazaly uplat-
nit v mezni Zivotni situaci a zUrocit ho v psaném textu. Stejny pfistup nachazime také
u Jitiny Siklové, ktera byla drzena rok ve vysettovaci vazbé v souvislosti s tzv. kauzou
francouzského kamionu a svou zkusenost reflektovala v textu z roku 1981 nazvaném
Obranné mechanismy aneb Jak preZit vazbu (Precan 2015: 112—119). Tato stat kolujici
v samizdatu byla povzbuzenim i praktickym ndvodem pro ostatni, ktefi se ocitnou ve
stejné situaci. Pravé jeji mimoradné osobni nasazeni v distribuci exilové knizni a ¢aso-
pisecké produkce bylo déivodem, pro¢ se stala signatarkou Charty 77 az v roce 1989,
jakkoliv byla platnou ¢lenkou disentu od samého zacatku (Plzak, Cechlovska 2011).

Trestni stihani, zadrzovani ve vySetfovaci vazbé i véznéni (viz dale) jsou viak mez-
nimi ptiklady represe. Zeny z chartistické society ¢elily také projeviim genderové pod-
minéného nasili (Linkova 2017: 385-387), mezi néz patfilo prepadeni ,,neznamymi
pachateli”, jehoz obéti byla Zdena Tominova, ale jiz dfive Riva Krieglova (Groman
2023: 438) a Gertruda Sekaninova-Cakrtovéa (Groman 2023: 475). U téchto atak se
obtizné dokazuje jejich genderova podminénost, protoze podobné Utoky cilily také
na muze — znamy jsou pfipady pfepadeni a Unosd do opusténych lokalit, jakou byla
napriklad v pripadé Ilvana Medka Lanska obora (Blazek, Pazout, Schovanek 2008).

Naopak, u prepadeni se sexualnim motivem a nucenych prohlidek na venerologii,
nebo dokonce nucené hospitalizace tamtéz, nemdze byt o genderové podminénosti
pochyb. Posledni piiklad se tykal Ziny Freundové (Hole¢kova, Lou¢ova 2026) a doklada
ho také podrobné dobové svédectvi Zdeny Erteltové z roku 1978. Tato nejproduk-
tivnéjsi spolupracovnice Edice Petlice byla dva tydny bezddvodné hospitalizovana na
venerologickém oddéleni Zemské porodnice u svatého Apolinare poté, co odmitla pfi
vyslechu StB vypovidat o tom, komu ze svych pratel opisovala texty (Dopis preziden-
tu... 1978). Nasledné byla obvinéna podle § 203 z pfizivnictvi a prostituce, na klinice
byla podrobena ponizujicimu vy3etfeni, po némz méla zdravotni komplikace. O svém
otfesném zazitku sepsala podrobnou patnactistrankovou zpravu. V Uvodu konstatuije:
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[Hlrozby, které jsem byla nucena vyslechnout, mé vedou k presvédceni, Ze je
bezprostfedné ohrozeno mé zdravi, osobni svoboda i ma Cest. Protoze jsem
vycCerpala vsechny mné znamé prostfedky na svou obranu, a pronasledovani mé
osoby se stupniuje, obracim se touto zpravou ke viem svym prateldim a znamym
— ponévadz nevim, budu-li mit v nejblizsi dobé pfilezitost jim to sdélit osobné.’

Ve svém textu také obsirné i¢i Sikanu, jiZz byla vystavena na pracovnim trhu — od
pocatku sedmdesatych let méla, jako vylou¢end z Komunistické strany Ceskoslovenska
(KSC), potize sehnat kvalifikované pracovni misto, pozdéji jakékoliv misto a na jate
1977 ji byl odebran invalidni dichod. Na Obvodnim narodnim vyboru byla evidovana
jako zajemkyné o zaméstnani. Detailné navic zachycuje otfesné hygienické podminky
ve zdravotnickém zafizeni a také bezohlednost a selhavani socidlniho systému — za
nejpocetnéjsi skupinu pacientek oznacila Ertetova vékovou skupinu od 15 do 17 let.
Tyto divky, prevazné romského etnika, se sem dostaly pro drobnéjsi pfestupky (tou-
lani, Spatna skolni dochazka, Spatné socialni zazemi)."

Podobné sokuijici byl také Utok na Zinu Freundovou, kterou na podzim roku 1981
napad! Utoc¢nik v noci primo v jejim byté, ostfihal ji vlasy a vyhroZoval ji zabitim (Sdé-
leni VONS ¢. 269 1981). Stithani vlast zenam jako verejny trest za kolaboraci bylo
pouzivano predeviim po druhé svétové vélce ve Francii, Italii a Ceskoslovensku (Rych-
Ik 2018: 313-314), za pfipomenuti ale stoji, ze tato praktika jako forma represe byla
v poloviné Sedesatych let pouzivana také proti dlouhovlasym muzdm, tzv. manickam
(Pospisil, Blazek 2010: 503-506), a Ize to pokladat za praktiku ponizujici, zasahujici
do osobni integrity jedince. U Ziny Freundové pokladam jesté za podstatné, ze pravé
s ni prekvapivé donedavna existoval jen jediny publikovany rozhovor pofizeny v po-
revolu¢nim obdobi (Zina Freundova 2007). Jeji jméno je spojovano predevsim s timto
bezprecedentnim nasilim, které ji v roce 1981 vedlo do britského exilu. V mensi mire
je pak zminovana jeji dalsi ¢innost pro disent: podilela se na praci VONSu — chodila
k soudlm (Blazek, Pazout 2008), koncipovala sdéleni VONS, kompletovala a distri-
buovala Informace o Charté 77 (Holeckova, Loucova 2026) apod. Pfipomenuti si ale
zaslouzi, ze od roku 1968 studovala na prazské filozofické fakulté obory perstina
a hindstina (po roce prestoupila na filozofii) a sva studia prerusila na pocatku roku
1977, protoze patfila do ,prvni varky” signatart Charty 77. K Uspésnému absoluto-
riu ji schazela jiz jen obhajoba diplomové prace a slozeni statni zkousky z perstiny,

10 Literarni archiv Paméatniku narodniho pisemnictvi, fond Zdena Erteltova, kopie ulozena v archivu au-
torky.
" Literdrni archiv Paméatniku narodniho pisemnictvi, fond Zdena Erteltova, kopie ulozena v archivu au-
torky.
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nediplomni obor filozofie ukoncila v roce 1975."? Jeden z pedagogU katedry ji ale
upozornil, Ze stejné nema sanci studium zdarné uzavfit. Magisterského titulu dosah-
la az v devadesatych letech, kdy absolvovala na Filozofické fakulté Univerzity Karlovy
prekladatelstvi a tlumocnictvi angli¢tiny. V historickém povédomi vsak z0stava hlav-
né jako obét ponizujiciho nasili, nikoliv také jako intelektudlné zamérena zena. Pravé
tato skute¢nost nds inspirovala k vytvoreni a publikovani druhého rozhovoru s touto
aktérkou, na ktery zde odkazuiji.

Obecné Ize tvrdit, Ze Zeny byly disciplinovany strachem specifického charakteru —
hrozilo jim sexudlni nasili (0 obdobné hrozbé sméfované k muzlim neméame zadné
doklady), odebrani déti, véznéni a podobné.

Vézenska zkusenost

Krajnim projevem represe byl trest odnéti svobody, jehoz hrozba visela nad kazdo-
dennosti chartistického spolecenstvi — kazdy jeden z nich byl tomuto riziku vystaven,
ale zaroven zakousel také strach z osaméni, které hrozi po uvéznéni partnera ¢i
partnerky. Jiz nékolikrat zminény proces VONS byl nejvétsim zasahem proti tomuto
spolecenstvi. Kauza tzv. francouzského kamionu, k niz doslo o dva roky pozdéji, sice
zpUsobila rozsahlé rozkryti sité lidi, ktefi se podileli na pasovani a distribuci zahrani¢ni
literatury, nedoslo ale k soudnimu procesu a rozsudklm k nékolikaletym trestiim
odnéti svobody. Perzekuce zadrzenych probihala v jiném modu: trestni stihani proti
nim nebylo zastaveno az do amnestie prezidenta republiky v roce 1989. Vsichni tak
byli drzeni v nejistoté a trvajici trestni stthani navic umozfiovalo provadét fadu ukond,
které obvinénym a jejich rodinam ztrpcovaly Zivot — domovni prohlidky, vyslechy, pra-
covnépravni postihy (Pazout 2017: 33-34).

V rodinnych souzitich dochézelo po uvéznéni muze k vychyleni rovnovahy: zeny mu-
sely nejen prevzit jeho roli v roding, ale zaroven udrzovat kontakt déti s jejich otcem
a srozumitelné jim vysvétlovat, proc je jejich otec nepfitomen. Po propusténi z vézeni
nastavala dalsi obtiz: véznény se jen stéZi znovu adaptoval na rodinny Zivot, bylo pro
néj obtizné, ne-li nemozné navézat na dobu pred uvéznénim. Nevracel se stejny, pro-
toze vézeriska zkusenost trvale poznamenala lidskou osobnost (Havel, Pre¢an 2011:
372-373). Neproménoval se viak jen véznény, ale také jeho partnerka a blizci, ktefi
se museli adaptovat na nové okolnosti. Olga Stankovicova v rozhovoru pro Revolver
Revue z roku 1988 (Pokornd, Onuferova 2016: 11-32) hovoii o manzelkach véznénych
muzU s nadsazkou jako o ,narodnich vdovach” a mluvi explicitné o jejich ,,uvolnéni,

X 11

osvobozeni a promé&né”. Jmenovité v této souvislosti zmiruje Annu Sabatovou, Olgu

2 Archiv UK, fond Filozoficka fakulta UK, nedokonceni studenti 1977, k. 76, Zina Kocova.
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Havlovou a Kamilu Bendovou a popisuje rlizné situace, v nichz samotné pUsobily
svobodnéji nezli drive se svymi muzskymi protéjsky. O sile, kterou v sobé mohla Ka-
mila Bendova rozvinout poté, co byl jeji manzel uvéznén, hovofi také beletrizovana
biografie obou partner(i (Horac¢kova 2025: 367). Své tvrzeni autorka podepira citaci
z publikované vézenské korespondence:

Obcas si rikam, ze jako zarlivy manzel, ktery mé nepoustél ani na chvilku z do-
hledu, to ted opravdu nemas lehké. A ja zase pocituji svobodu: sice také nikam
nechodim, stardm se o déti a pracuji, ale zato to déldm o své vlastni vali. (Ho-
rac¢kova 2025: 367)

V souvislosti s VONS bylo zadrZzeno a umisténo do vysetfovaci vazby celkem deset
lidi, mezi nimi oba manzelé Némcovi. Ivan Martin Jirous ve své bezprostiedni reakci
upozornil na paradox: rok 1979 byl OSN vyhlasen Mezinadrodnim dnem ditéte, a pravé
v tomto roce byla zadrzena matka sedmi déti Dana Némcova (Jirous 2019: 82-85).
Déti Némcovy tehdy zlstaly doma samy — pInoleté se staraly o ty nezletilé (dcera Ve-
ronika *1964, syn Jakub 1967-1994). Némcova pozdé&ji v Zertu fikala, Ze ,si vysedéla
pracku” s odkazem na materialni pomoc ze zahranici. Podle jejich vzpominek se déti
setkaly s ne¢ekanou solidaritou od lidi, kteff jim nebyli nijak blizci (sousedé, ucitelé).
Vzpominani Dany Némcové na dobu, kdy byli drzeni ve vazbé ona i manzel, je pre-
zentovano ponékud idealizujicim zpUsobem. Zjevné traumaticka situace pro matku
i déti byvala vypravéna s dlirazem na solidaritu, vzdjemnou péci a na nadstandardné
dobré vztahy mezi matkou a détmi i détmi navzajem.

Jedinou Zenou odsouzenou v soudnim procesu s VONS byla Otta Bednarova, ktera
dostala trest ve vysi tfech let odnéti svobody nepodminéné. Novinarka Otta (Otka)
Bednarova (1927-2023) kromé c¢lenstvi ve VONS také dlouhodobé opisovala samiz-
dat, nejprve hlavné pro Edici Petlice, pozdéji pro Chartu 77 (Cysafova 2010: 58). Kro-
mé toho také v letech 1977-1979 opisovala vétsinu textl historika Jana Tesare, ktery
o ni v dobé jejiho véznéni napsal biografickou esej (Tesar 2018: 376—-401). ZdUraznil
v ni pfedevsim jeji state¢nost a moralni integritu, jiz prokazala béhem své novinarské
kariéry v Ceskoslovenské televizi, kde byla zaméstnana v letech 1963-1970:

Je strasné stat v konfliktu se statem, ktery je vSechno — vladce, vlastnik, zamést-
navatel, spole¢nost, verejné minéni, cirkev i bdh. Nesnizuje v mych ocich Ottu
Bednarovou, myslim-li si, Ze pravou pricinou vech jejich nemoci z valky, které se
obnovily, byla psychicka deprese a prosty lidsky strach ze Stvanice, kterou proti
ni rozpoutali. Tim vice si cenim, Ze pfes vsechnu slabost téla dokazala neodvolat
a zUstat vérna pravdé. | své vnitini pravdé. (Tesar 2018: 392)
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Ve zkoumaném kontextu je podstatné, Ze v této dobé otevirala z novych, emanci-
povanych a aktivistickych perspektiv témata, jez byla dosud opomijena — zamérovala
se predevsim na socialni a psychologicka témata, na situaci soudobé mladeze a také
na situaci Zen. Jeji reportaze meély znacny ohlas a stranické organy je opakované kri-
tizovaly. Mnohem pozdéji Bednarova (Rychetsky, Uhlova 2018) na sv{j tehdejsi pfi-
stup vzpominala:

Vzhledem k tomu, Ze mi psalo hodné Zen, jsem se tedy vénovala jejich problé-
mdm a jako Zena jsem jim pochopitelné i Iépe rozuméla. Jesté nedavno mi prislo
podékovani od nékolika z nich, Ze jsem se jich tehdy zastavala. V kursu tehdy
totiZ bylo nezastavat se vibec nikoho.

Na podporu viech odsouzenych se vzedmula vina solidarity doma i v zahranici
a dalsi pozornost vefejnosti se uprela pravé na ni. Bednarova jiz pred uvéznénim tr-
péla zavaznymi chronickymi zdravotnimi potizemi a ve vézeni se jeji stav je$té zhor-
Sil. Je pozoruhodné, Ze pres své chatrné zdravi se Otta Bednarova dozila témér sta
let — zemrela v roce 2023.

Tvar¢i pristup projevila v mezni situaci Eva Kantlrkova, kterad svou zkusenost s dr-
Zenim ve vySetfovaci vazbé zpracovala v romanu Pritelkyné z domu smutku', ktery
se v roce 1992 stal predlohou pro stejnojmenny televizni seridl, ovénceny fadou oce-
néni. D& pribéhu se odehrava ve vazebni véznici a nese silné autobiografické rysy.
Jednotlivé postavy a jejich osudy priblizuji rdznou realitu Zivota v normaliza¢nim obdo-
bi, v¢etné silné reflektované genderové dynamiky. Kromé osobnf zkusenosti autorka
pfiznané navazovala také na domaci (Doznani Arthura Londona, romany Karla Pecky)
i zahrani¢ni (Jeden den Ivana Dénisovi¢e Alexandra SolZenicyna, Zapisky z mrtvého
domu Fjodora M. Dostojevského) literarni tradici ztvarfiujici tento mezni existencialni
zazitek. Tvarci proces reflektovala jako unikatni zkusenost:

[Knihu] jsem psala v pfedtim dosud nepoznaném rozpolozeni: jakasi vnitini va-
Sen, posedlost vili neovlivnitelna, mé nutila z paméti vysavat dalsi a dalsi detai-
ly, dokud jsem si nebyla jista, Zze uz nenf nic, co bych je$té napsala. Rict viechno
a fict to co nejpresnéji, ale nic nepfidat, nepfifabulovat. Sebejistota té latky byla
Uzasnd, dovolila jen lehce ji literarné organizovat. (Kantlrkova 2005: 22)

'3 Poprvé vysel v samizdatu v roce 1984 pod ndzvem Mé pritelkyné z domu smutku a byl ocenén Cenou
Toma Stopparda, viz online Slovnik ¢eské literatury po roce 1945 (http://www.slovnikceskeliteratury.cz/).
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Zavérem

Studie analyzovala intelektualni pfinos a tvofivy pfistup zen, které patfily do spolecen-
stvi vytvofeného na pldorysu lidskopravni iniciativy Charta 77. Jejich intelektudlni
vklad je casto prehlizen, ale jak dokladaji konkrétni pfiklady, je pro pochopeni fungo-
vani tohoto spolecenstvi zcela zasadni. Podstatna byla bytova spolecenstvi, ,salony”,
které poradaly Zeny jako hlavni aktérky také ve své intelektudlni roli. Kreativita se ¢asto
objevuje jako nastroj, ktery pomahal doty¢nym vyrovnat se s frustrujici ¢i mezni Zivotni
zkusenosti, zaroven ale svym presahem neplnil funkci pouhého katalyzatoru osobni
nepohody, ale dokazal byt inspirativni i pro dal3i, jako vézeniské psani Bélikové, Siklové
a Kantlrkové. Pravé Eva Kantdrkova si zaslouzi mimoradnou pozornost nejen diky
své kolekci dvanacti rozhovor( pofizenych v dobé kulminujiciho represivniho zasahu
proti Charté na sklonku sedmdesatych let, ale také pro svou dosud nedostate¢né
prozkoumanou a docenénou roli editorskou a poradatelskou — domnivam se, Ze byla
podstatnou iniciatorkou debat a jen diky ni a jeji editorské praci mame tyto debaty
zachyceny také v pisemné podobé.

Kreativita se projevila také u Zen uvéznénych muzd (Havlova, Sabatova), které dale
pokracovaly ve vydavani samizdatové edice, respektive vlivného samizdatového pe-
riodika Informace o Charté 77. Blizsi pozornost pro dalsi vyzkum by mohla smérovat
také k analyze beletristické tvorby Zen disentu, které vychazeji z autopsie. Vznik téchto
dél se ve vétsiné pripadl datuje do polistopadového obdobi a Ize je chapat také jako
specifickou odpovéd na dominuijici narativ vztahuijici se k ¢eskoslovenskému disentu.
Podil Zen na ¢innosti Charty 77 mél ze strukturalnich dlvodU jinou podobu nezli po-
dil muzd: jejich intelektualni vklad byl ale stejné vyznamny, jakkoliv pro to nemame
dostatek pramend, tedy takovych textd, které by tvorily , chartisticky kanon”. Zeny se
podilely na intelektualnim rozméru chartovniho spolecenstvi a jeho pisemné produkce
také jako spoluautorky, editorky, archivarky a prekladatelky, a samoziejmé také jako
pisarky, coz je ale ¢asto pfipominana role.

Vedle kreativity byla funkeni strategii také Zitd emancipace, ktera v nékterych pfi-
padech na individualni roviné dokazala do sebe integrovat také tradi¢ni prvky, které
by za jinych okolnosti byly s emancipaci v rozporu. Emancipace tak sméfuje nejen
vUc¢i dobovému patriarchalnimu radu pozdné socialistické spole¢nosti, ale dotyka se
i vnitfnich nerovnosti uvnitf komunity a partnerského souziti. Fize emancipace a jis-
tého typu konformismu, ktery se projevuje pravé v genderové roviné, ukazuji prikla-
dy porevolucnich kariér nékterych nékdejsich ,,zen Charty 77", které ve svém dalSim
smérfovani pracuji s chartovnim étosem , predpolitické obhajoby lidskych prav”. Tato
strategie je dobfe patrna v utvareni porevolu¢ni socialni politiky a vytvareni nezisko-
vého sektoru. Olga Havlova ihned na pocatku roku 1990 zaloZila nadaci Vybor dobré
vlle, na jehoz cinnosti se od pocatku podilela Otta Bednarova, Olga Stankovicova
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a Vaclav Maly, zahy se pridala také Milena Cerna (Hodacova 2021: 143-145). Nezis-
kovy sektor buduji také Kvéta Princovd, Vé&ra Roubalova, Milena Grugova, Ruth Sor-
mova a fada dal3ich. Nezavisla iniciativa Prazské matky se profesionalizovala a jejich
¢lenky se zacaly postupné angazovat i v dalSich projektech obcanské spole¢nosti.
Volba genderové konformni strategie se mohla stat vychodiskem po ne Uplné uspo-
kojivé zkugenosti s praktickou parlamentni politikou (Némcova, Sormové — obé byly
poslankynémi Federalniho shromazdéni do roku 1992), respektive po nezvoleni v dal-
$im volebnim obdobi. Také se mohla stat vychodiskem pro ty, které se na pocatku
devadesatych let ocitly na kariérni k¥izovatce (Silhanova 2005).

Existovaly ale vyjimky, tedy Zeny, které nevolily tuto trajektorii a snaZily se zUstat
vefejné ¢inné na rlznych drovnich: Rita Klimova byla nejprve tiskovou mluv¢i a tlu-
mocnici Obcanského féra a od dubna 1990 Ceskoslovenskou velvyslankyni v USA, di-
plomatickou kariéru zahdjila také Markéta Fialkova (rozena Némcova), kterad od brezna
1990 zastévala post velvyslankyné v Polsku. Helena Sosnové (rozena Abrahamova),
kterd v roce 1980 podepsala Chartu 77 jesté jako stfedoskolska studentka a v osm-
desatych letech byla véznéna, se zacala angazovat v komunalni politice — od roku
2002 je starostkou jihoceskych Cerhenic a v soucasnosti také predsedkyni Svazku obci
Dolniho Povltavi (Sosnova 2021). Eva Kantdrkova byla kratce poslankyni Ceské narodni
rady, poté se angazovala v profesni organizaci spisovatel(, pracovala na ministerstvu
kultury a byla ¢lenkou Rady pro rozhlasové a televizni vysilani. Polistopadové kariéry
Zen disentu vypadajf jinak nez kariéry jejich muzskych souputnikd, a hledani odpovédi
na otazku, pro¢ tomu tak bylo, otevird pole pro dal3f vyzkum.
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Abstract: This study examines the endurance of the ‘Liberation’ narrative in Bulgaria through
a postcolonial reading of the Monument to Bulgarian-Soviet Friendship in Varna. It fore-
grounds what the monument debates often overlook: not only what these sites commem-
orate, but how they teach subjects to feel history. It argues that the monument operates
as colonial pedagogy, rendering geopolitical hierarchy affectively compelling by mobilising
gendered imperial repertoires. It reveals a palimpsestic memory structure in which imperial,
nationalist, and socialist meanings accumulate. Within this layered formation, the ‘Libera-
tor’ emerges not as a fixed referent but as a mutable, travelling script. Bulgaria’s fractured
post-socialist identity thus reflects not only unresolved historical debates but also colonial
logics.

Keywords: post-socialism, memory, coloniality
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Eastern Europe’s post-socialist transition — once imagined as a linear path towards
democracy and European integration — has instead revealed persistent fractures,
with the communist past remaining contested (Holubec, Mrozik 2018). Russia’s 2022
invasion of Ukraine intensified the ‘'memory wars’, reviving disputes over Russia as
‘liberator’ or ‘occupier’, reaffirming Soviet monuments as symbolic battlegrounds.
Conflicts extend beyond historical interpretations, shaping social divisions, political
alignments, and geopolitical identifications.

Tensions have been especially visible in Bulgaria; an EU and NATO member divid-
ed between pro-European and pro-Russian orientations. In 2022, the Soviet Army
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Figure 1: Monument to Bulgarian-Soviet Friendship

Source: Kafedjiiski, Goranov, Baramov, 1978.

monument in Sofia became a focal point, where disputes over military aid to Ukraine
escalated into clashes over memory, culminating in its dismantling in 2023. Author-
ities cited ‘structural safety’, yet contestation persists. On 9 May 2024, pro-Russian
actors laid red roses at the site, pledging restoration. Despite declining support for
Putin, Bulgaria remains among the EU’s most Russia-sympathetic states (Nikolov
2024). What sustains these fractured identities?

Scholars often cite incomplete historiographical reckoning (Kelbecheva 2019) and
uneven post-socialist transition (Dragostinova 2014). Yet debates over Soviet mon-
uments have changed little since the early 1990s (Rikev 2022). These trace back to
memories of the Russo—Turkish War (1877-1878) and the ‘Liberation” myth. Though
contested from the outset — amid divisions between Russophiles and Russophobes — it
endured, binding Bulgarian nationhood to a Russian patron (Daskalov 2011). Framing
the 1944 Soviet takeover a ‘second liberation’ reinforced a deeply rooted moral and
emotional debt. Sustained through the metaphor of ‘brotherhood’, it underpins Bul-
garia’s ‘eternal gratitude syndrome’ (Stanchev 2023). Soviet monuments are currently
framed as ideological apparatus that reproduce pro-Russian narratives — often regis-
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tering as socialist nostalgia — perpetuating the ‘liberation” myth within shifting geopo-
litical contexts (Preitschopf 2024). This is primarily analysed at the level of discourse.

Turning the focus to representation, this study advances a postcolonial feminist
reading of the Monument to Bulgarian—Soviet Friendship in Varna (Figure 1), providing
insights into the mnemonic mechanisms that render contested memories of ‘libera-
tion’ historically durable and emotionally compelling. It argues that Bulgaria’s fractured
post-socialist identity reveals a historical trauma shaped by systemic epistemic violence
embedded in sedimented structures of meaning. Approached as a material-semiot-
ic text, the monument functions as a form of colonial pedagogy, where gendered
affective regimes reproduce Bulgaria’s subalternity. An iconographic analysis reveals
palimpsest memory, where imperial, nationalist, socialist, and post-socialist meanings
coexist, rendering the ‘Liberator’ — Tsarist, Soviet, and now nostalgically Russian — not
a fixed historical referent but a recurring position within an ongoing imperial script.

Monumentality as colonial pedagogy

The monument was initially conceived as a tribute to Soviet victory over fascism,’
situating Bulgaria within the wider postwar narrative of Soviet-led ‘liberation” even
though the state was never under Nazi occupation. Rather than reflecting historical
realities, it was meant as a colonial marker, inscribing the landscape with Soviet po-
litical authority. The monument was not merely commemorative; it was designed as
spatial pedagogy.

From its earliest planning stages in the 1950s — when Soviet architect Alexander
Gegello? exercised decisive authority over its location and form — the project aimed
to communicate what officials described as the ‘true idea’ of liberation (Savov 2007:
197). Proposals that failed to convey ideological clarity were rejected, signalling a co-
lonial relation of authorship: ‘liberation’ was not to be narrated locally but authorised
from the centre. In Spivak’s (1988) terms, the subaltern position is marked not only
by silence but by the conditions under which speech is authorised.

Monumentality was central to this operation. Rising above Varna's skyline, the bru-
talist edifice asserts its presence long before one reaches it, reflecting ‘the strength,
power, and fighting spirit of the Soviet Army’ (Savov 2007: 197). Its two-winged
concrete form — resembling the "Peace Dove’® — opens towards the Black Sea, sym-

T All City Council documents refer to it as the ‘Monument to the Soviet Army’, a designation retained in
its 2000 Certificate of State Ownership.

2 Gegello, A. 1. 1949. Letter to Karlo Lukonov, SACC. National Archive — Sofia (MC f.136, op.5, a.e.7),
Sofia, Bulgaria.

3 The dove, a recurrent Christian symbol in Orthodox traditions, was appropriated by secular Soviet ideology
as an emblem of peace (Wolle 2017, Viereck 1953).
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bolically oriented towards the Soviet Union. At night, floodlights rendered it visible
from the sea, while the sounds of Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony echoed down
the hill. Grandiosity is not aesthetic excess but political technology. As Verdery (1999)
argues, socialist monumentality sought to objectify power and present it as timeless
and inherited. Scale disciplines perception, dwarfing the individual and rendering
authority protective, inevitable, and beyond contestation.

Elevation further inscribes hierarchy into embodied experience. Visitors ascend the
monumental ‘Staircase of Victors’, which choreographs movement upwards. The
‘victors’ are encountered as literally above. Spatial experience becomes mnemonic
instruction. It converts geopolitical hierarchy into lived sensation, teaching visitors
where they stand, whom they owe, and how history should be felt. Monumentality
here functions as more than representation: it is a training in gratitude and depend-
ence, whereby the climb towards ‘liberation’, ‘rescue’, and ‘peace’ is rendered a form
of secular pilgrimage.

At the summit, visitors historically encountered a shrine-like setting: an altar-cube
crowned by an eternal flame. The brutalist austerity produced an environment of
reverence and submission. Towering concrete planes and sharp geometries replaced
religious transcendence with political devotion. This pedagogy mobilises what Buck-
Morss (2000) calls political transcendence: the conversion of religious awe into sec-
ular reverence through scale, ritual, and form. Drawing on Orthodox and imperial
repertoires, Soviet monumental aesthetics embeds socialist authority within older
civilisational grammars. Ideology becomes atmosphere; power is felt rather than
argued.

The monument’s interior reinforces this substitution. The main ceremonial hall is
conceived as a modernist cathedral, with horizontal slits of light illuminating a sym-
bolic altar: a massive five-pointed star. This Soviet insignia materialises the communist
rejection of religious authority, while simultaneously borrowing the religion’s affec-
tive technologies. The Orthodox tradition — historically a major link between Tsarist
Russia and the Balkan Slavs during the Russo-Ottoman struggles — was refurbished
as a new object of reverence. This appropriation of older symbolic forms reflects the
broader imperial practice of repurposing sacred imagery to legitimise political power.
'The people of Varna built this temple’, local officials proclaimed, ‘to eternalise the
glory and immortality of the Soviet liberating soldiers’, affirming that ‘friendship with
the Soviet Union is the surest path to happiness, peace, and prosperity’ (Ot vekove
za vekove 1978: 1-11).

The monument naturalises Soviet domination by embedding imperial hierarchies
in familiar cultural traditions and symbolic forms, structuring both space and affect
so that Bulgarian agency appears as only receptive to power. A plaque at the en-
trance proclaimed, ‘Friendship with the Soviet Union is as essential as the sun, air,
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and water for every living creature.” Yet the normalisation of power is not achieved
through abstraction alone; it is mediated through gendered visual forms, rendering
subordination emotionally intelligible and ethically justifiable.

Gender as the emotional grammar of coloniality

Long conceived as a tribute to the liberating Soviet Army, the monument’s official
meaning shifted just a month before its unveiling, when it was renamed the Mon-
ument of Bulgarian—Soviet Friendship. This late revision reflected a broader turn in
Soviet commemorative politics, in which the postwar emphasis on liberation gave
way to the language of ‘friendship’, reconfiguring the affective grammar through
which Soviet domination was legitimised. This did not erase the asymmetry of the
liberator-liberated dynamic, it deepened it.

Reframed through the idioms of ‘friendship’ and ‘brotherhood’, hegemony be-
came ‘brotherly help’, with the ‘advanced’ Soviet ‘Big Brother’ cast as the guardian
of a dependent Other with a duty to protect, guide, and modernise (Verdery 1999;
Yurchak 2006). The Soviet political rhetoric of ‘fraternity’ thus exemplifies what post-
colonial theory describes as a discourse of care, whereby domination is softened into
the language of protective kinship (Narayan 1995: 133), a logic that in Bulgaria was
reinforced through distinctly gendered semiotic representations.

Despite the semantic shift, the monument’s visual grammar remained unchanged:
four Soviet soldiers towering above a feminised Bulgaria, represented by three civil-
ian women, positioned on the lower wing of the edifice. These stark asymmetric
dichotomies — male/female, military/civilian, elevated/grounded, modern/traditional
— produce a rigidly hierarchical visual grammar of authority and subordination. The
male Soviet soldiers occupy upper registers of agency and power, while the ground-
ed civilian females signal receptiveness and dependence.

It embodies the familiar tropes of masculine protection and feminised nationhood.
As McClintock (1995) and Yuval-Davis (1997) show, such gendered metaphors are
central to imperial and nationalist imaginaries. The SSSR is portrayed as the ‘elder
brother’, while Bulgaria is cast as a dependent, feminised homeland. Within this famil-
ial frame, asymmetry is reconfigured as the moral obligation to protect. Gender thus
functions as the emotional grammar of coloniality. As Chatterjee (1993) and Stoler
(2002) argue, imperial power endures through gendered regimes of affect: recast as
paternal or fraternal attachment, hierarchy becomes morally legible and emotionally
binding. In this framework, the ‘gift’ of liberation produces a debt of gratitude that
entrenches dependency, rendering it acceptable — or even desirable.

4 A quote from G. Dimitrov, often inscribed on Soviet monuments in Bulgaria (Kosev 1998; Rikev 2022).
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Figure 2: Monument to Bulgarian-Soviet Friendship, 9 May 2024

Source: Photo by author.

The monument materialises this affective regime most clearly through gendered
gestures. The female figures offer bread and flowers. These are gestures of welcome,
recoding military domination as liberation, thus transforming the scene into one of
care. Choreographed hospitality translates coercion into protection, rendering dom-
ination affectively legible as benevolence. Yet care here is inherently asymmetrical:
Soviet figures enact authoritative care, while Bulgarian figures embody nurturing and
receptive care — one commands and secures, the other welcomes and reciprocates.

Bulgarian women perform what feminist theorists describe as the ‘emotional la-
bour’ of nationalism (Enloe 2000), sustaining gratitude and loyalty on behalf of the
nation. In this configuration, geopolitical hierarchy is reimagined as a gendered re-
lationship of mutual — yet structurally unequal — affection. What is at stake is the
production of consent. The monument teaches not only where Bulgaria stands —
subordinate yet seemingly (lovingly) protected — but how this relationship should
feel: intimate, necessary, and justified. Official descriptions make this logic explicit,
presenting the monument as ‘a symbol of boundless love for the great Soviet Union’,
invoking ‘pure and sacred gratitude’ and ‘brotherly love’, that ‘the people feel with
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their hearts and souls’, towards ‘the great Soviet land’ and its ‘liberating army’ (Ot
vekove za vekove 1978: 1-11).

A single detail sharpens this affective economy, staging the limits of agency. One
female figure sits with her hands resting idly, as though shackled, in her lap (see
Figure 2, the first figure on the left). Her passivity foregrounds questions of silence
and absence: where are the Bulgarian men? These ambiguities are not incidental but
integral to the organisation of domination. Read through Spivak (1988), this silence
marks the nation’s subalternity: spoken for, fixed in indebtedness, and deprived of
agency. Thus, the monument does not merely represent and normalise subordina-
tion — it actively (re)produces it.

This logic extends beyond a single monument and recurs across Bulgaria’s com-
memorative culture (Nedelcheva, Levy 2022). Crucially, this configuration is neither
uniquely Soviet nor historically bounded; it draws on older imperial imaginaries al-
ready embedded in memory. Soviet iconography reactivated sedimented meanings,
rearticulating them within new ideological forms. This explains why Soviet narratives
of liberation and friendship found particularly fertile ground in Bulgaria (Vukov 2006).

Palimpsestic memory and the hybrid ‘Liberator’

Though still unfinished, the monument was ceremonially unveiled in 1978 to mark the
centenary of the liberating Russo—Turkish War (1877-1878). Conceptually dedicated
to the Soviet army'’s 'liberation’ of Bulgaria in 1944, yet publicly framed through the
memory of 1878 and the language of friendship, it materialises the logic of the ‘dou-
ble liberation’. This collapse of two distinct historical moments into a single narrative
reorganised history into a coherent continuum, with the figure of the ‘Liberator’ as a
constant unifying presence. The inscription ‘Friendship for Centuries Throughout Cen-
turies’ on the facade recasts a political construct as an ‘authentic’ historical tradition.

This (re)construction of tradition is anchored in the monument’s location. Turna
Tepe® was saturated with successive imperial and socialist inscriptions. Believed to have
been a Russian military encampment during the Russo-Turkish War (1828-1829), it
appeared on early 20th-century maps as ‘Nikolaeva's Tumulus’, with the surrounding
area labelled as ‘Russian trenches’, overwriting the earlier layers of Ottoman topon-
ymy. In 1945, the site was reconfigured as a symbolic ossuary for antifascist fighters
and renamed the Brotherhood Tumulus, overlaying socialist memory onto imperial
geographies. This transformation from ‘tepe’ to ‘tumulus’ sanctified the space. ‘For
us, this hill is sacred’, the inauguration speaker proclaimed. ‘We have transformed it

°>Turna Tepe is a Turkish toponym translated as Zheraven Hill [epageH BpbX] (Trifonov 2013; Savov
2010).
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Figure 3: Welcoming Brothers Liberators,
Varna (Pasev, H. 1978)

Source: Photo by author (2021).

into the holiest place.’ (Ot vekove za vekove 1978: 11) Within this sacralised palimpsest,
where earlier inscriptions remain legible beneath the new, the Soviet soldiers on the
facade appear preordained. As the heirs to earlier liberators, they (re)inscribed narra-
tives of historical destiny, sacrifice, and moral obligation within new political contexts.

These narratives were reinforced by parallel commemorative projects that were
unveiled almost simultaneously, constructing a broader mnemonic field in which
the logic of the ‘double liberation’ is anchored deep within local memoryscapes.
Welcoming Brothers Liberators, a work unveiled a few months earlier, was the first
sculptural representation of the city’s 1878 ‘liberation’. Placed within the grounds of
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the former Church of Archangel Michael, converted in 1959 into a museum of the
Bulgarian National Revival, it marked the site where representatives of the Bulgar-
ian community welcomed Tsarist forces as liberators in 1878. Officials embedded
the monument within earlier imperial and nationalist historical symbols. Drawing on
entrenched Slavic and Orthodox discourses of kinship, this placement (re)inscribed
imperial authority within local memory, reinforcing the civilisational arc constructed
by Soviet-era historiography. The sculptural composition functions as a counterpart
to the central tableau of the monument: a young girl gazing up in awe at a towering
Russian general and offering him flowers in a gesture of gratitude. Read as a dip-
tych, the two monuments trace a life-course of dependency — from rescued child to
grateful woman —in which Bulgaria is placed under continuous masculine protection.

Crucially, this gendered grammar is not uniquely Soviet. Cultural production in the
19th century had already cast Bulgaria as a vulnerable female threatened by a for-
eign (Ottoman/Islamic) Other and rescued by a familiar (Slavic/Orthodox) masculine
protector (Aretov 2010; Peleva, Spassova-Dikova 2010). Shaped by Orientalist and
Pan-Slavic discourses, these hierarchies — European/Oriental, Christian/Muslim, civi-
lised/backward, modern/traditional, masculine/feminine — positioned Bulgaria as both
Europe’s ‘backward’ periphery and Russia’s semi-dependent Other (Todorova 2009).
The tropes of the 'noble savage’ and the imperial ‘civilising mission’ cast Bulgaria as
a feminised, pre-modern subject awaiting redemption by a paternal ‘civilised’ pow-
er, and recast the Russian liberator as both moderniser and guardian of the tradition
(Brower, Lazzerini 1997).

Soviet iconography reactivated these sedimented civilisational mnemonics (Ned-
elcheva, Levy 2022) and embedded them within the newly constructed socialist nar-
rative. Across the two ‘liberation” monuments, Bulgaria — rendered in traditional dress
and performing ritualised gestures of hospitality rooted in Slavic custom —embodies a
static, romanticised ‘authentic culture’, recalling not women liberated in 1944 but the
feminised ("backward’/'traditional’) subjects from 1878. Soviet soldiers, personifying
a progressive force, inherit the paternal role of Tsarist ‘civiliser’. While the narrative
shifts — from Ottoman ‘yoke’ to ‘'monarcho-fascism’ — its affective structure remains
unchanged, with gender continuing to function as the affective grammar that ren-
ders the layers emotionally legible. The lesson remains civilisational: Bulgaria’s future
comes from elsewhere, delivered through masculine guardianship, as the 19th-cen-
tury civilising mission is rearticulated as Soviet socialist modernity.

‘Liberation’ thus becomes the narrative bridge linking Bulgarian nationhood to
Soviet loyalty, legitimising power as both natural and historical. The exclusion of any
counter-narratives that might frame Russian military campaigns as anything other
than liberating formed part of the broader Sovietization of Bulgarian memory (Dask-
alov 2011). This constitutes Gramscian cultural hegemony, whereby power is secured
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by embedding itself within the foundational national narrative (Gramsci 1971). This
helps explain why post-socialist attempts at historiographical reckoning have been
so deeply contentious.

The Monument of Bulgarian—Soviet Friendship and the mnemonic infrastructure
within which it was constructed emerge as a Derridean (1998) palimpsestic surface
on which imperial, nationalist, and socialist inscriptions remain legible. Rather than
replacing each other, they accumulate and produce a dense sedimentation of mutually
reinforcing meanings. Bhabha's (1994) concepts of hybridity and mimicry illuminate
this process, showing how colonial meaning is not fixed but is produced through
repetition and rearticulation, as earlier imperial scripts are not simply repeated but
are translated into new ideological contexts.

Within this framework, the ‘Liberation’ narrative — along with the identities it pro-
duces — appears not as a fixed historical reference but as a hybrid construct of contin-
uously reproduced myths and a rearticulation of inherited symbols. But this process
of repetition and translation renders the narratives unstable. Memory and identity
thus emerge as ambivalent and continuously negotiated, yet, for this very reason,
they are adaptable and movable, able to travel through the layers of this porous pal-
impsestic memory structure, where the past and the present continuously authorise
each other (Mbembe 2001).

The ‘Liberation’ narrative thus constitutes a form of ‘travelling memory’ (Erll 2011):
it circulates across regimes, media, and generations and is continually reactivated in
new contexts. Crucially, this process is mediated through gender — an internalised
self-perception based on gendered civilisational mnemonics. As a result, the narrative
remains in circulation, readily available for rearticulation in a new geopolitical context,
sustaining the afterlives of empire into the post-socialist present. Thus, the post-1989
period does not mark a rupture but new layers through which earlier meanings re-
main available for reactivation.

The monument was officially abandoned after 1989, yet it was never demolished,
repurposed, or otherwise dealt with. Instead, it became a living archive of conflict,
oscillating between reverence and defiance. Feminist and gender-challenging inter-
ventions — such as the 2012 Pussy Riot hoods placed over the female figure and the
2014 LGBT flag painted on the facade — targeted its affective, gendered core and re-
cast submission as dissent, challenging Bulgarian conservatism, which is often aligned
with pro-Russian positions. A Ukrainian flag in 2022 further re-signified the site within
shifting geopolitics. Yet these acts do not displace the monument’s underlying logic:
on 9 May, flowers still appear (see Figure 2), quietly laid on the bare concrete where
the eternal flame once burned.

For some, the monument still embodies cultural kinship and nostalgic solidarity, a
tribute to liberators and protectors. For others, it stands as a symbol of subjugation,
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materialising an unprocessed past that refuses to release its grip on the present. This
tension reflects not only competing historical interpretations, but a deeper historical
trauma shaped by systemic epistemic violence and sustained through affective attach-
ments rooted in long-standing dependency. Efforts to reshape, remove, or critically
reframe Soviet monuments have been consistently opposed by Russian diplomats
and pro-Russian political actors, who frame such interventions as threats to ‘national
memory’ and violations of bilateral treaties.

In this sense, Soviet monuments and their narratives function as what Stoler (2013: 2)
terms ‘imperial debris’: not inert remnants, but enduring structures that continue to
shape the present. Through Quijano (2000), Bulgaria's fractured memory and identity
emerge as the product of coloniality — an ongoing process of ruination in which the
imperial logic survives and is reproduced through affective dependencies that have
outlasted the formal empire.

Conclusion

Although Bulgaria was never formally colonised or incorporated within a Russian
state, postcolonial concepts remain essential for theorising the country’s post-social-
ist memory as a semi-dependent. This explains why the ‘Liberation’ narrative remains
emotionally charged.

Reading the Monument to Bulgarian-Soviet Friendship in Varna as a semiotic-mate-
rial text, this essay argues: (1) The monument functions as colonial pedagogy, teach-
ing visitors to experience domination as common sense. (2) By drawing on rooted
gendered imperial repertoires, it renders authority familiar, protective, and emotion-
ally credible. (3) As a material condensation of long-durée narratives, the monument
reveals a palimpsestic memory structure in which imperial, nationalist, socialist and
post-socialist inscriptions do not replace but are rather layered on top of one another.
Within this structure, ‘Liberation” endures not as a fixed ideology but as a mutable,
hybrid script that travels, adapting to new political contexts. Sustained through the
mimicry of gendered cultural forms, it persists as an epistemic violence that continues
to shape post-socialist memory.

A postcolonial feminist reading makes visible what the debates about the mon-
ument often leave unaddressed: that the issue is not only what these monuments
commemorate, but also how they teach history to be felt. The Varna monument
demonstrates that coloniality persists not only through institutions and discourse, but
also through affect. If Bulgaria's fractured post-socialist memory is to be understood
more fully, it must be approached not simply as a struggle between communism and
democracy, or between liberator and occupier, but as a confrontation with gendered
colonial infrastructures of meaning.
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This analysis reframes the post-socialist memory wars in Eastern Europe not as
a struggle between past and present but as a conflict with layered colonial infra-
structures. It foregrounds the affective mechanisms through which colonial mem-
ories endure, demonstrating the value of postcolonial and coloniality approaches
for understanding post-Soviet spaces. The analysis also suggests that debates over
whether to remove or preserve monuments cannot resolve conflict: what must be
confronted is the deeper, colonial, and gendered grammar through which narratives
are internalised.
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Re-Imagining Hungarianness: Re-Interpreting
Archival Films in the Context of Hungarian Folk
Dances

Anisha Anantpurkar®

Independent researcher

Abstract: This essay examines the role of archival ethnographic films of Hungarian folk
dance and music in the production of cultural memory. Drawing on short-term, immersive
ethnographic fieldwork in Hungary, | delineate the role of these films in preserving folk cul-
ture and cultivating national identity. | argue that archival ethnographic films function as
a technology through which an ‘imagined Hungarianness’ is constructed, embodied, and
transmitted. Through examples of contemporary folk dancing, | demonstrate how archival
media continues to enforce a fixed notion of authenticity deeply intertwined with ethno-na-
tionalism, heteronormativity, and cultural purity. However, by engaging with these archival
materials through a queer lens, dancers generate forms of counter-memory that disrupt in-
stitutional narratives. Focusing on historical footage of male intimacy, contemporary cho-
reographic reworkings of gendered dance vocabularies, and alternative, queer readings of
historical recordings, | illustrate how queer and feminist dance practices question and subvert
the heteronormative interpretations that dominate the field. Ultimately, this essay argues that
these creative reinterpretations disrupt the archive’s regulating power, transforming it into a
site of possibility where practitioners can construct counter-memories to challenge dominant
narratives of what it means to embody Hungarian identity.

Keywords: cultural memory, Tanchaz, Hungarian folk dance, queer studies, nationalism,
authenticity
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At a tdnchaz (Hungarian dance house), it is customary for partners to thank one an-
other at the end of a dance. The dance partners often embrace to express their ela-
tion, the man lifting the woman up in one swift motion before placing her back on
the floor. However, during my ethnographic fieldwork in Budapest in the summer of
2022, a different image was brought to my attention by a colleague and several in-
terlocutors. This image came from an ethnographic film depicting two men dancing
together, who, at the end of their piece, share a tender kiss of appreciation. Inspired
by this film, as well as by an LGBTQ+ folk dance session organised by three young
dancers, my research investigates how queer Hungarians — defined broadly as indi-
viduals who question the heteronormative structures of their dance practice — navi-
gate traditional dance spaces. Specifically, | examine how the teaching and practice
of Hungarian folk dance become a site for performing an ‘imagined Hungarianness’
that espouses rigid heteronorms and nationalistic values.

Drawing on Jan Assmann’s framework of cultural memory, in this essay | analyse
how archives function as more than just repositories of historical dance and music
and how they are active resources used to construct national identity. | explore their
role in producing cultural memory through their deployment in both professional
and amateur dance education, spanning formal institutions and social spaces like the
tdnchaz. Finally, | present several cases where folk dancers turn to archival ethno-
graphic films in response to the exclusions they experience in contemporary traditional
dance spaces. | argue that these dancers negotiate rigid structures by subverting and
reworking archival material. Through these examples, | demonstrate how ethnograph-
ic sources can become sites where memory is reinterpreted, ultimately challenging
the imagined nationhood and compulsory heterosexuality that these archives were
originally used to construct.

A kiss from the past

During a day-long visit to the Institute for Musicology in Budapest, my colleagues
and | were shown around the archives, where recordings largely spanning the late
nineteenth and twentieth centuries are preserved. Containing everything from mu-
sic recorded on X-ray films to the extensive volumes of Gyorgy Martin's foundational
work," the archive is undeniably a site of profound importance for research into the
music and dance of the region. While | was working in one of the research rooms,
a colleague came running into the room and said emphatically, ‘| need to show you
something!’ Nearby, institute employees who were experts in Labanotation were
analysing and notating dances from these archival films. One employee was playing
a video of two shepherds, Horpacsik Janos and Rézsa Miklés, performing Botold — a
traditional dance performed with a stick. As we watched this archival footage to-
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Figure 1a: An embrace, Screenshot from the ethnographic
film of Horpéacsik Janos and Rézsa Miklés dancing Botold

= —r - S

Source: Fels6-Tisza vidéki pasztorbotold, 1968 (Upper Tisza Region Shepherds’
Stick Dance, 1968) (Hagyomanyok Haza 2016), 01:54.

Figure 1b: A kiss, Screenshot from the ethnographic film
of Horpacsik Janos and Rézsa Miklés dancing Botold

Source: Felsé-Tisza vidéki pasztorbotold, 1968 (Upper Tisza Region
Shepherds’ Stick Dance, 1968) (Hagyomanyok Haza 2016), 03:28.
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gether, the profound joy of the two men became apparent, their mutual tenderness
palpable even through the aged film. At the end of their dance, they kiss.

When many of my interlocutors learned that my research focused on how queer
Hungarians navigate traditional dance spaces, this film was frequently the first ex-
ample they invoked due to its local popularity. For many, this kiss — a gesture of male
intimacy that would be considered highly taboo in contemporary conservative Hun-
garian society — was an exciting piece of history to share. For others, the film's mere
existence, and our shared awareness of it, served as a profound source of collective
joy. While the sight of men embracing the women they have just danced is com-
monplace, | have never witnessed men embrace each other so tenderly — let alone
kiss — during a social dance.

Communities often look to the past for historical precedent or validation. In my
home country of India, for instance, scholars and activists frequently turn to ancient
temple sculptures depicting non-heteronormative sexualities and genders. Similar-
ly, for many of the interlocutors | spoke with, this archival film functioned as a vital
historical resource, allowing them to subvert and question dominant state narratives
about traditional gender roles and essentialised national identity.

Cultivating Hungarianness

The geopolitical aspects of the Hungarian folk-dance tradition are visible even in
educational spaces. In every classroom | visited at the University of Szeged, a map
of the country was displayed featuring two distinct state borders: the contempo-
rary borders and those of so-called ‘Greater Hungary'. As | began attending various
tdnchaz— social dance events held in culture houses or local bars — | observed how
these informal spaces facilitated both the transmission of dance technique and the
active performance of national identity. Dancing into the dawn, we were all immersed
in the rich dances and music of the region. However, it was only later that | realised
many of these dances did not originate within the nation’s current borders, but rath-
er in Romanian Transylvania and Moldova. Even within the formal historiography of
Hungarian ethnography, much of the archival footage we studied had been record-
ed in Transylvania.

This geographical disconnect stems from Hungary’'s extensive history of ethno-
graphic documentation of folk culture, which began long before the 1920 Treaty of
Trianon redrew the region’s borders, placing Transylvania outside the jurisdiction of
the modern Hungarian state. The Hungarian Academy of Sciences began systemat-
ically collecting and publishing folk songs as early as 1832, aiming to institutionalise
scientific preservation and cultivate a distinct national taste (Sarosi 1993; Taylor 2021).
By the 1970s, as rapid urbanisation triggered anxieties over the loss of rural folk her-
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itage, revivalists found themselves equipped with a vast wealth of material from the
collections of Béla Bartok, Zoltan Kodaly, and Laszlé Lajtha.

The first urban tdnchdz was organised within this revival movement in Budapest
in 1972 by Gyoérgy Martin, Ferenc Novak, and Sandor Timar. Modelled on traditional
village dance events in Szék, Transylvania, the movement rapidly grew in popularity
and remains highly influential today. The archival films collected by ethnographers
like Gyorgy Martin serve as primary sources of authority for the transmission and
pedagogy of these dances. This archival learning is accompanied by attendance at
dance camps organised in rural Romania, particularly in Transylvania, which retains
a significant Hungarian-speaking or ‘ethno-Hungarian’ population. As Mary Taylor
observes, the tanchdz movement ‘took shape by adopting village forms as part of
the aesthetic pursuit of authenticity and related ideas of function. Tanchaz adopted
certain forms of etiquette from the village — for example as related to gender roles,
even as it adapted or abandoned other things’ (in K&szeghy 2023). It was only af-
ter studying this history that | realised how the tdnchaz commemorates an idealised

Figure 2: Verbunk, originally danced by Szuromi Mariska on the left, and more
recently danced by Alma Téth on the right.

" d
ll

1955, Tyukod

£ AL, Ll LN MR T .
Source: Akkor és most — Tyukodi asszonyverbunk (Then and Now — asszonyverbunk (recruitment dance)
from Tyukod (Hagyomanyok Héaza n.d.), 00:17.
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‘Hungarianness’ that inherently carries a colonial imagination, functioning to reify an
ethno-linguistic state that transcends contemporary political borders.

Consequently, reproducing dances exactly as captured in ethnographic footage has
become standard practice in contemporary Hungarian dance instruction, serving as
the most accessible method for acquiring folk movement vocabularies. These films
are routinely treated as a ‘pure source’ (Hooker 2008: 92). ‘The goal was and is to
collect documents of “authentic folk dance” into an extensive archive and to distrib-
ute the knowledge systematically in the form of academic monographs, compendia,
type-catalogues and motif-indexes’ (Felféldi 1999: 55). Over time, these canonical
recordings have inscribed a rigid understanding of what it means to embody and
perform ‘authentic’ folk dance within the public consciousness. The repeated social
practice of this ‘authentic’ dancing turns cultural memory into everyday performance.
These mimetic routines operate as secular rituals, allowing participants to relive and
embody a romanticised ‘lost past’.

Jan Assmann (2011) deploys the term ‘cultural memory’ to describe the externali-
sation and transmission of shared meaning across generations. Folk dancing in Hun-
gary can serve as a prime case study for the construction of this cultural memory: it is
formed through the systematic deployment of archival ethnographic films to forge a
unified national identity. This process explicitly privileges specific historical narratives,
rigid gender roles, and naturalised ethno-linguistic borders. This ‘institutionally and
artificially’ created idea of Hungarianness — sustained by ethnographic methodologies
of collection, transcription, and technological storage — extends the initial cultural
practices and their intended meanings far beyond their original temporal and com-
municative contexts. Consequently, the application of ethnographic materials in both
contemporary dance instruction and the broader tdnchdz movement ‘encompass|es]
all such functional concepts as tradition forming, past reference, and political identity
or imagination’ (Assmann 2011: 8).

Challenging ‘authenticity’

In a typical tdnchaz one would rarely, if ever, witness two men dancing together.
Equally, one would seldom see a woman perform the legényes — a highly virtuosic
men’s solo dance. When questioning these boundaries, a common response from
practitioners is that such transgressions are simply not ‘authentic’.

To challenge this exclusion and create safer spaces for expression through move-
ment for the LGBTQ+ community in Budapest, three young Hungarian dancers organ-
ised an LGBTQ+ inclusive folk-dance workshop on 6 November 2021, titled OMOH
MOVES 001: LMBTQ Néptancmdhely / Turbina. The initiative provoked immediate
institutional and social anxiety, prompting prominent professional folk dancers and
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conservative commentators to publish disapproving articles in online media outlets.
One prominent critique argued that introducing an LGBTQ+ framework alters the
essential character of the tradition to such an extent that it can no longer be con-
sidered the same language or culture of self-expression. Ironically, while this writer
mislabelled the event a tdnchaz, the organisers had explicitly framed it as a folk-dance
workshop rather than a traditional social dance house.

Further articulating this institutional backlash, another writer asserted that ‘at the
heart of things is the problem that the image of people and society in the world that
creates and lives up to folk traditions is completely different from that of the LGBTQ
movement. The two are incompatible’ (Szilvay 2021). Szilvay’s rhetoric highlights
how deeply notions of folk authenticity are entwined with ideas of and anxiety over
cultural purity. Within this conservative imaginary, if traditional gender roles are not
mirrored exactly, the dance and the broader heritage it represents lose their right to
the culture’s name.

Furthermore, folk culture is explicitly framed as a national ‘mother tongue’ (Taylor
2008: 10). The conflation of Hungarian identity with the embodiment of state-sanc
tioned culture is historically rooted and is legitimised by the often-cited assertion of
Pal Teleki — Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Hungary during the interwar period —
that the public must be taught ‘to speak Hungarian, to sing in Hungarian, to dance
in Hungarian. Because one who does that, also thinks in Hungarian’ (in Palfi 1970:
124). When the identity of the nation is so inextricably bound to folk culture and the
Hungarian language, it poses an added challenge for queer Hungarians, particularly
because terms such as queer, gay, lesbian, and transgender originate in the English
language and are often framed by domestic conservative rhetoric as foreign imports.
Indeed, the organisers of the LGBTQ+ folk dance session highlighted that it was the
very introduction of this Western acronym into a traditional cultural practice that trig-
gered the controversy. By introducing the LGBTQ+ label, something can be considered
fundamentally simple as role-switching in partnered dances or a woman performing
the traditionally male legényes was condemned as a direct violation of the nation’s
linguistic and cultural heritage.

During my fieldwork, a tanchaz participant observed that despite former Prime
Minister Viktor Orban never having been a folk dancer or participant himself, his ad-
ministration successfully constructed an exclusionary discourse of ‘we are this, and
you are us'. Here, ‘this’ refers to the traditional folk dance and music culture that the
revivalist movement embodies, particularly in urban environments. This deliberate
construction of ‘us’ by the Fidesz government shaped the community identity with-
in the tanchaz. The Hungarian state excelled at deploying heritage as a form of soft
power to construct collectivity and systematically regulate national culture through
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cultural institutions (Carbé-Catalan, Roig-Sanz 2022; Dubois 1999; Thiésse 1999).
Such regulation relied heavily on framing external influences as existential threats.
As Benedict Anderson (1991: 149) famously noted, ‘[n]ationalism thinks in terms of
historical destinies, while racism dreams of eternal contamination’. In contemporary
Hungary, where queerness is routinely disparaged as a corrupting Western influence
—with Orban himself characterising migration, gender, and wokeism as viruses from
the West (Losonczi 2023) — Anderson’s conceptualisation can be applied to view this
homophobic social sphere. While racism and homophobia are distinct forms of struc-
tural oppression, | propose that within a homophobic and xenophobic nation-state,
any imprint of queer desire on folk heritage is similarly treated as a form of cultural
contamination that violates the imagined ethos of the nation. "When examining the
idea of culture, we find ourselves in the domain of the immaterial, the intangible, and
the imaginary, but culture has material, tangible, and real effects.’ (Carbé-Catalan,
Roig-Sanz 2022: 34) Cultural houses, archives, and tangible responses such as those
presented above are proof of the tangible effects of the power of culture and con-
tribute to the continued cultivation of Hungarian culture and cultural memory, just
as the continued popularity of dance houses does.

However, as deeply politicised as the discourse of ‘authenticity’ remains, it is not
an entirely sealed concept. During a conversation with another interlocutor, he ex-
pressed deep scepticism towards treating ethnographic films as the sole, or even the
primary, source of cultural identity. He pointed out that there could be an alternative,
deeply personal definition of ‘authentic’ within the culture: ‘if | am honest’ he says,
‘| think honesty means authentic ... What is in the film is still authentic because it's
hiteles [honest/credible]’. Conceptualising authenticity as credible due to its honesty
offers a radical counter-narrative; it suggests that the value of archival footage lies
not in its capacity to enforce rigid choreographic discipline, but in its preservation of
and access to some instances of raw expression.

It is precisely this internal honesty that renders the archival recordings of the Botold
performed by Horpéacsik Janos and Rézsa Miklds so remarkable and memorable. In
their movement, the severe bodily curtailment and hyper-gendered policing seen in
contemporary tanchaz performances are entirely absent. Instead, the footage captures
a moment of profoundly uninhibited dancing, characterised by a visceral expression of
joy and shared connection. By reclaiming hiteles (authentic/credible) as an affective,
emotional state rather than a regulatory standard, queer practitioners can look to
the archive as a site where the essence of movement practice — and thus a historical
precedent for bodily freedom — can still be found. The archive is transformed from a
prison of tradition into a repository of the very materials necessary to subvert, invert,
and reimagine traditional choreographic boundaries.
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In her movement research project titled ‘Leanyos’, professional folk dancer Szivos
Kata explores the dynamics of the traditional female and male dances. This negoti-
ation is visualised in the short documentary film Leanyos (directed by Noémi Varga
in co-production with Dominika Trapp for Trapp’s solo exhibition Don’t Lay Him on
Me at Trafé Gallery). The film opens with archival ethnographic footage of a wom-
an performing a solo dance, providing the literal, historical foundation from which
Szivés draws to mount her contemporary, subversive choreography. This visual base-
line is accompanied by a narration in which Szivés reflects on her relationship with
both women’s and men’s dance traditions. Reflecting on her training, Szivés notes,
‘l only felt constrained by female dances in retrospect. | just never felt entirely fulfilled
by women'’s folk dances’ (in Varga 2020). By translating this somatic dissatisfaction
onto the contemporary stage, Szivos liberates her practice from traditional gatekeep-
ing, using the vocabulary of contemporary dance to cultivate choreographic trans-
formation. Driven by her own desires within the medium, she expands the physical
possibilities of what female-read bodies can experience. Yet, even as she blurs the
boundaries between masculine and feminine vocabularies, she simultaneously nav-
igates the enduring weight of the gender binary: ‘The idea was to stage male parts
of folk dances, which | love to dance, in a way where it is not only a woman dancing
a man'’s piece’ (in Varga 2020).

This dialectic between archival constraint and creative subversion was further il-
lustrated by another interlocutor, who introduced a historical dance ritual from the
region of Csikszentdomokos (located in the Székely Land of Transylvania, which is
known as Sandominic in Romanian). He shared a video recording of a traditional
wedding performance in which two men mimic a mother and father bear engaged
in a sexual act. In the footage, the women standing in the background can be seen
chuckling, indicating that this playful, animalistic mimicry operates as a form of ribald,
carnivalesque satire. However, the aggressive parody with which these sexual acts
are performed can also be read as fundamentally sexist and homophobic, framing
same-sex intimacy purely as a grotesque punchline for a heterosexual audience. In
response to this archival erasure, my interlocutor expressed a desire to choreograph
a contemporary piece featuring naked, moustachioed male dancers to intentionally
highlight the latent homoeroticism of these movements. His creative vision seeks to
reclaim the dance’s kinetic vocabulary, stripping it of its homophobic humour in or-
der to re-interpret the choreography without the heteronormative assumption that
gay intimacy is inherently ridiculous. Yet, the material consequences of state-enforced
homophobia severely limit the execution of such artistic research; when asked if this
performance would cause a scandal in contemporary Hungary, my interlocutor ad-
mitted that he would be forced to stage the project abroad due to a pervasive and
justified fear of hostile public reactions.
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Figure 3a: Still 1: Feeling constrained by female dances.

Source: Lednyos (Varga 2020), 00:04.

Figure 3b: Still 2: An urge for fulfilment.

Source: Leanyos (Varga 2020), 00:05.
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Figure 3c: Still 3: Exploring male folk dances.
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Source: Lednyos (Varga 2020), 00:11.

Figure 3d: Still 4: Movement that leads to catharsis.
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Source: Leanyos (Varga 2020), 00:33.
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By reinterpreting the folk archives to serve their own creative visions, these art-
ists actively disidentify with the majoritarian public sphere. They employ a strategy
of reading and embodying ethnographic films that ‘works on and against dominant
ideology’ (Mufoz 1999: 11), thereby fracturing the imposed alignment of folk cul-
ture with heterosexual Hungarianness. Through this somatic subversion, they directly
challenge a highly cultivated, institutionalised cultural memory. In doing so, they lay
the groundwork for an alternative collective memory — one that arises because con-
temporary socio-political realities inevitably reshape and contest historically fossilised
cultural practices (Halbwachs 1992: 101).

Concluding remarks

In one conversation, an interlocutor recounted rumours of an elusive archival film
held in an unnamed private collection, which reportedly depicts a tall, slender wom-
an performing legényes. An interlocutor who was aware of the film mentioned that
the dancer might have been transgender. Within a heteronormative framework,
such accounts are often dismissed as exceptions or heresay. However, the hope of
marginalised communities, that these hidden archives might yield material proof of
queerness shows how they engage with the past. By searching for historic prece-
dents of gender and sexual fluidity within the archival record, these willing publics
craft a counter-memory that disrupts the myth of an eternally ‘pure’, heteronorma-
tive national history.

Ultimately, this essay demonstrates how archival ethnographic films — and their
contemporary application in dance transmission and performance — form the bed-
rock for a state-sanctioned, ethno-nationalist, and heteronormative cultural memory
centred entirely around the romanticised figure of ‘the folk’. By tracing the historical
trajectory of the tdnchaz movement, this study delineates the role of archival media
in the institutional governance of bodies and the policing of gendered norms within
contemporary social dance spaces. It examines the interventions made by practition-
ers seeking to reclaim these spaces for marginalised identities excluded by dominant
heteronormative structures. As this essay illustrates, these subversions manifest as a
‘gueer reading’ of existing ethnographic films. Driven by the very curtailment and dis-
ciplining regulations that govern traditional archives, practitioners subversively repur-
pose these historical records. In doing so, they dismantle the restrictive definitions of
‘Hungarianness’ derived from these collections, transforming a heritage designed to
bind them into an accessible site of choreographic liberation and counter-memory.

Furthermore, these interventions expose the strategic silences embedded within
the ethnographic film archive, highlighting how ethnographers can curate and pres-
ent traditional dances. Control is established not merely through preservation, but
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through the subsequent interpretation of what counts as national culture. Thus, ex-
cavating archival moments that can be read beyond heteronormative ideals operates
as a potent form of political dissent against institutional soft power. By reclaiming
these suppressed histories from the margins of the frame, queer practitioners fun-
damentally rupture the dominant cultural memory.

Embodying non-heteronormative movement — whether in public spheres or private
spaces — challenges the regulatory regimes of majoritarian spaces. These practices
necessitate the following enquiry— what if we allow our bodies to forget their nation-
alist and heteronormative conditioning? What if we grant ourselves an honest form
of expression? In doing so, queer practitioners dismantle the rigidity of the archive,
reminding us that the ethnographic films weaponised by nationalist institutions are
merely culture frozen in time — a single, static realisation of human movement mas-
querading as an eternal, idealised national subject.
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‘Mielno, Our Polish Lesbos"

Rita Miiller®

Institute of Polish Culture, University of Warsaw

Abstract: The article examines two cases: a 1988 camping trip to the Polish seaside town of
Mielno — known as "the first lesbian convention’ —and the 2023 play Lesbian Sunset, directed
by Olga Ciezkowska?, which re-enacts this event. Staging recent queer herstory in the theatre
can be considered a form of engaged research that — as Maria Kobielska has written — can
illuminate ‘a grey area’ of memory culture. The example of Mielno offers an opportunity to
revisit the history of the final years of the Polish People’s Republic and the period of political
transformation from the perspective of non-heteronormative women, whose experiences
have remained largely absent from the dominant historical narratives. An analysis of the con-
temporary performance demonstrates how taking a queer position can be a starting point
for reimagining a fragment of late 20th-century local history.

Keywords: recent Polish queer herstory, engaged memory studies, theatrical re-enactment,
lesbian performance

Mdiller, Rita. 2026. 'Mielno, Our Polish Lesbos.” Gender a vyzkum / Gender and Research 27
(1): 178-186, https://doi.org/ 10.13060/gav.2026.010

Like a familiar refrain, the ‘invisibility of leshbians’ continuously resurfaces when we
examine non-heterosexual women in Polish culture, history, and politics. Scholars fre-
guently analyse this systemic absence and imperceptibility within the public square.
But let’s pause at this notion for a moment. If invisible people really existed, and one
sought to learn about this group, then a difficult yet key task would be to find an
appropriate research method to analyse the concrete forms of their presence. Some-
times, in the case of queer herstory, the situation can be challenging in a similar way.

' An excerpt from the refrain of one of the songs created and performed by Magda Dubrowska (togeth-
er with performers) for the purpose of the performance.

2 Ciezkowska, Olga, Magda Dubrowska, Dorota Glac, Marta Jalowska. 2025, September 22. An inter-
view | conducted via Zoom.
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Yet the unique quality of historical queer female experiences may stem from their
very elusiveness, which resists the rigid frameworks of traditional historical accounts.

In what follows, | will explore two cases: first, a summer camp in Mielno, a town in
northwestern Poland by the Baltic Sea, where, in summer 1988, a camping trip took
place (known also as the first lesbian convention); and, second, the stage play Lesbian
Sunset, which refers to Mielno and allows an analysis of how queer experience can
illuminate new pathways in exploring memory. | argue that an engaged approach to
the past — like that seen in the Lesbian Sunset performance — illuminates history from
a fresh perspective. Instead of focusing on simplifying dichotomies like history/present,
West/East, communism/democracy, progressiveness/backwardness, or identity poli-
tics/queer, a theatrical reenactment of a past trip to Mielno foregrounds a concrete
—though mediated and reconstructed — experience. In this approach, representations
are not systematised and consolidated, but rather, they are set in motion; meanings
are activated rather than defined.

Viewing the past from the perspective of non-heteronormative women — whose
experiences, generally speaking, become increasingly less disclosed the further back
in time we go — can be considered analytically illuminating. Making visible these el-
ements of the past in the present produces new circuits of feelings and meanings
that exist across time, a phenomenon described by Elizabeth Freeman (2010) as ‘tem-
poral drag’. For example, it is quite striking to learn that ‘[tlhe very fact that these
few women [what mattered, however, is they were without men — RM] gathered at
a campsite by the sea in the height of the season was surprising for those around
them’ (Kowalska, tuczak 2005). Why exactly was it surprising? What social codes
did it violate, and what does this tell us about the social norms of that time? These
questions offer a useful starting point for re-examining history.

| am inspired by the theoretical perspectives of Maria Kobielska, who, in turn, fol-
lows Susannah Radstone. Radstone called for the political engagement of memory
studies — not in the sense of the defence of the oppressed, but rather in the sense
of engaging them to ‘understand culture — including these versions of memory cul-
ture — as ambiguous, as struggle, as a grey area’ (Radstone 2008: 36). According to
Kobielska, the grey area of memory culture (‘the area of default, unquestioned, and
unproblematic rules’) can be illuminated precisely through engaged research (Ko-
bielska 2017: 404). | argue that researching queer herstory towards the end of the
Polish People’s Republic and the related political transformation may be an example
of such a grey area.

| 179 |



GENDERAVYZKUM
Volume 27 e Number 1/ 2026 GENDER AND RESEARCH

Turning points

Toward the end of the Polish People’s Republic and later during the post-1989 political
and social transformation, non-heteronormative women appeared in public discourse
noticeably more often than before, yet still primarily as subjects resisting representa-
tion (Scarry 1994: 3-11). This group, which emerged as a political subject during a
somewhat ambiguous period of the late 1980s, to now remains poorly recognised
in Polish historiography (and beyond). Meanwhile, the authors of the Lesbian Sunset
performance (which premiered in 2023 at the independent Warsaw theatre Potem-
o-tem) proved that where science seems to struggle, sometimes art can succeed. By
initiating work on this performance, the artistic team — featuring Olga Ciezkowska
(direction), Dorota Glac, Marta Jalowska, Monika Jarosifiska (performing), Magda
Dubrowska (performing and music), Sylwia Chutnik (collaboration with the team on
the script), Marta Szypulska, and Tosia Weglewska (set design and costumes) — made
room for a new kind of story to appear (Despret 2021). The performance was directly
inspired by a 2005 memoir article titled ‘Morze mozliwosci’ (A Sea of Possibilities),
published on the Polish LGBTQ+ portal www.kobiety-kobietom.com. In the article,
authors Alicja Kowalska® and Agnieszka tuczak recount their personal memories of
an event from 1987:

The year is 1987. Poland. What can a girl who wants to share her life with another
woman do? So far, nothing but make more or less desperate attempts to seduce
a heterosexual friend. Due to the political changes in the country, censorship is loos-
ening its iron grip, and the first social and entertainment magazine has appeared on
newsstands. It's the monthly Relaks, A5 notebook format, mostly filled with what
were, for the time, very daring personal ads. (Kowalska, tuczak 2005)

Indeed, these personal ads published in Relaks i Kolekcjoner Polski magazine (which
was a monthly supplement in the nationwide daily newspaper Kurier Polski),* came
to play a significant role in connecting non-heterosexual people in socialist Poland.
However, queer research on the Polish People’s Republic focuses mainly on homosex-
ual men (see Fiedotow 2012: 341; Szulc 2018: 79); we know less about the customs
of queer women. Nonetheless, research on non-heteronormative women's experi-

3 Kowalska, Alicja. 2025, June 3. An interview | conducted at Sady Zoliborskie in Warsaw.

4 The magazine had been published since 1984 (that is, earlier than Kowalska and tuczak recall). How-
ever, 'EPOKA’ publishing house suspended the personal ads column in July 1984 in response to readers’
complaints and, above all, government pressure, resuming it only in mid-1987 (see EEIP Report 1985:
8-9; Fiedotow 2012: 341; Szulc 2018: 79; Morawska 2019: 61-63).
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ences in neighbouring countries with a similar historical experience of transformation
may be relevant to the Polish context. In Czechoslovakia, as Véra Sokolova (2014)
concluded, based on numerous interviews, personal ads were one of the most com-
mon and important ways to meet other non-heterosexual women.® It can be argued
that in the second half of the 1980s, establishing relationships through ads became
a popular practice among Polish queer women as well.®

One day, Alicja bought Relaks out of curiosity. In one of the next issues, she found
the kind of ad she had been hoping for: ‘28-year-old woman wishes to meet a (fe-
male) life partner...” (Burzynska 1988: 5).” Despite the difficulty of revealing a secret
to a stranger, she responded immediately. After two months of waiting, the reply
finally arrived: Ania, who had placed the ad, wrote that she had received over fifty
letters, met with a few girls, and already found the one. Not wanting to disappoint
the others, she proposed a get-together for all of them. That way they could get to
know each other, and romantic relationships might develop.

The plan was to gather in the seaside town of Mielno, at a campsite owned by
Ania’s friend. They expected a dozen, perhaps more, participants. Ultimately, six
women arrived at the Koszalin railway station. Their secret sign was to wear a black
bow tie. As Alicja recalls, she had to go to a store with mourning clothes to buy one.
In the article, she describes how she and another women named Basia pinned on
their bows at the train station and nervously glanced around: ‘I wasn't aware that,
thanks to the identifying mark, | was already being observed by someone’ (Kowalska,
tuczak 2005). It was Dorota — who would later become Alicja’s partner — observing
them from a distance and deciding to approach.

A ‘close reading’ of each other

In the play Lesbian Sunset, we observe some women travelling by train. It's hot, and
the atmosphere is thick; a mixture of excitement and awkwardness. Two women,
who are friends, look at a third passenger. One asks the other, ‘Do you think she is
too?’ Finally, they talk to her.

Despite the overall in-visibility of lesbians in historiography, in the 1980s they also
struggled with a sense of unwanted visibility. An earnest awareness of others’ gaz-

> One of Sokolovd’s interlocutors, Ludmila (born in 1946), recalled: ‘I never read much, but one ex-
ception was Mlady svét. (...) The personal ads section was the first thing | read, looking for something
interesting. You could always tell when it was “our ad”’ (Sokolova 2014: 99).

& Women'’s ads in Relaks became more common in 1987, after the magazine’s personal ads section was
restored (Morawska 2019: 67-68).

7'28-letnia, pozna wspoéttowarzyszke zycia." All the quotes are translated by the author unless stated
otherwise.
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es is a recurring theme in lesbian narratives, and it is usually accompanied by fear.
The lesbian experience seems to be characterised by a constant, anxious analysis of
the reactions of those around them. Evidence of this can be found in letters sent to
youth magazines in the 1980s, such as the one by Alina, who wrote: ‘Now I'm afraid
of everything. Even a bus full of people who look at me with hostility, or so it seems
to me’ (Na przefaj 1987: 7).

In fact, ascribing excessive importance to one’s appearance might well have been
linked to the taboo surrounding homosexuality in the public sphere. We can draw
an analogy with how Véra Sokolova interpreted the Czechoslovakian cultural context
around that time: ‘Since in public discourse homosexuality was not discussed and
admitted as a visible presence in the society, it logically created a presumption that
one would see “it” and recognize “it” when confronted with “it"’ (Sokolova 2014:
95-96). | found another example of the intrusiveness of feeling observed in Grazy-
na Burzynska's story ‘Poczatek nocy, poczatek dnia’ (The beginning of the night,
the beginning of the day) from her 1987 debut collection of short stories My dwie z
naszej malutkiej wysepki (The two of us from our tiny island). Upon returning home,
the woman says to her partner: 'Yesterday, a woman from my office saw us together
and started asking questions. She must have been onto something, because she was
staring at me like an investigating judge’ (Burzyriska 1987: 138).

Alicja Dtugotecka-Lach’s 1992 research sheds some light on why, during Poland’s
political transition, non-heterosexual women tried to avoid being visible. Based on
the results of the surveys that she analysed, it can be assumed that women were
influenced by observing discriminatory practices and narratives against homosexual
men, who were more present in the public discourse. While few respondents (13%)
experienced overt discrimination (‘such as ridicule, public insults, beatings, arrests’),
80% of the surveyed women were afraid of negative reactions from their surround-
ings (Dtugotecka-Lach 1993: 204). This situation may help account for why ‘a large
part of the women surveyed concealed their sexual orientation (and were therefore
not placed in a situation requiring them to confront their views on social tolerance
with the actual reactions of those around them)’ (Dtugotecka-Lach 1993: 204). Per-
haps to avoid becoming the target of direct homophobia, they acted in such a way
that their queerness was not noticeable to most of society. However, this doesn’t
mean that they were imperceptible to each other.

Later surveys by Alicja Dtugotecka-Lach revealed that non-heterosexual women
developed something like a subtle code of recognition — a language of secret signs.
Respondents were aware of certain signs in appearance (short hair, a type of shoes
and trousers, ‘earrings in one ear, a wedding ring on the thumb’), and behaviour.
Hallmarks could include a characteristic gait, ‘less coquettish behaviour’, and an *“I
don't care” attitude’, or even more precisely defined gestures such as ‘the way they
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smoke a cigarette, and that they don’t let you light their cigarette or put on their coat’.
One respondent answered the question concisely: ‘These are women who don't care
about appealing to men.” According to another one, ‘sitting like a man and looking
at other women' is behaviour indicating that a woman might be a lesbian (Dtugotec-
ka-Lach 2001: 263). This secret body language seems to play with the normative
codes of what is considered appropriate, in a relatively safe way, allowing one to be
different, without necessarily crossing the line of what is permissible.

Yet the most common signal among queer women remained eye contact. As one
respondent phrased it: ‘They have something in their eyes that | call a startled bird’
(Dtugotecka-Lach 2001: 263). Clearly, the best way to communicate, to flirt, and to
make someone’s acquaintance was to ‘close-read’ others. And it worked both ways:
‘The lesbians surveyed most often make eye contact with another woman to be rec-
ognised; they do this significantly more often than talking about themselves, dress-
ing in a specific way, reacting to someone’s touch, behaving masculinely, using slang
terms, or other behaviours [the author’s exact calculations are omitted]’, reported
Dtugotecka-Lach (2001: 264).

Evoking (memory of) emptiness

The resistance to presenting oneself to the world as a lesbian and the relational nature
of knowing this queer identity translated into a specific ‘structure of feeling’ (Wil-
liams 1977) that has also come to shape collective memory and identity. This is quite
visible in Lesbian Sunset. The earlier generation of lesbians lacked a distinct presence
and this affected the context in which younger non-heteronormative girls grew up.
Indeed, one could speak of a partly intergenerational dimension of the lesbian expe-
rience. The creative process of Lesbian Sunset, itself, is quite revealing in this respect.

Initially, the creators of Lesbian Sunset wanted to make a show about their shared
experiences, the specific nature of which — as they soon realised — ‘lies in the sense
of lack, in this feeling of a total cultural void'. As the play’s director, Olga Ciezkowska,
described it in our interview, "What we share is not events we can refer to but rather
this very feeling of having no events at all — only fantasies and fleeting impressions.
We concluded that the formation of this void in a place where other people have
their own identity-shaping things (like tradition or family and other role models) —
this feeling of emptiness was most constitutive for us.” Therefore, at the beginning
of their creative process, they tried to fill this gap with their own fantasies about the
erased past of queer women.

But then came this unexpected archival discovery: memories from the campsite in
Mielno, written down almost twenty years later, when Alicja Kowalska and Agniesz-
ka tuczak, two former campmates, met by chance at the Academy of Tolerance in
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Zakopane in 2005. However, Alicja and Agnieszka did not ascribe any great impor-
tance to it. In our recent conversation, Alicja remarked, ‘Well, it's hard to attribute
some great significance to it. (...) It was like something out of nowhere'.

Nonetheless, director Ciezkowska claimed that ‘Mielno turned out to be so inter-
esting because our protagonists also spoke primarily about this feeling of emptiness’.
As the description on the show’s website reads: ‘This was our missing piece’. The
discovered recollections of a short seaside holiday became a treasure for the artists.
What might therefore seem like a rather insignificant event provided a point of refer-
ence that the younger generation lacked during their adolescence and helped them
to articulate their own queer feelings and experiences.

This intertwining of individual biographies has broader significance. As specta-
tors, we are asked to notice something that historical narratives have consistently
overlooked. This is particularly valuable given that the late Polish People’s Republic
remains under-researched, which may partly be due to its being ‘surrounded’ by
numerous temporally proximate historical moments that are considered more im-
portant, characteristic, or ‘attractive’. Compared with the pivotal year of 1989, the
seriousness of Martial Law, or the vibrancy of the 1990s, the late 1980s may seem
somewhat unidentifiable.

Conclusion

An unexpected encounter with the past in the theatre, as presented in the play Les-
bian Sunset, raises questions that align closely with Maria Kobielska's approach to
engaged memory studies. Kobielska considers the possibilities and methods for re-
sponsibly assuming the role of a memory activist and intervening in parallel cultural
phenomena within memory tensions. As the artists in Lesbian Sunset demonstrated:
a self-analysis focused on the present can evolve into an intimate encounter with a
significant past — a past significant in a historical, cultural, and social perspective. The
history that they evoked demands a particular kind of attention. By closely observing
the faint traces left queer women have left behind, we might realise how much we
usually overlook.

The Mielno example shows the value of re-examining history by searching for what
is hidden behind powerful symbols and canonical narratives. From this perspective,
the second half of the 1980s seems more ‘tangible’ — perceived less as a period
preceding a political upheaval, and more as a time of minor yet biographically signif-
icant shifts, the memory of which has since faded.
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Herstory alebo skér theirstory: Zivot v normalizacii
z perspektivy aktérok spolocenstva vzdoru

Roman Dzambazovi¢

Gyarfasova, 0. 2023. Ako sme Zili v rokoch normalizacie. Rozhovory s aktérkami spoloCenstva
vzdoru. Bratislava: ASPEKT.

Kniha sociologi¢ky Olgy Gyarfasovej, pdsobiacej na Ustave eurdpskych tudii a medzi-
narodnych vztahov Fakulty socidlnych a ekonomickych vied Univerzity Komenského
v Bratislave, je dolezitym prispevkom do postupne sa rozrastajlcej intelektuélnej a ve-
deckej kniznice, ktora zachytava obdobie normalizacie a kazdodenné prezivanie Zien
v danom obdobi spolo¢nych slovensko-ceskych dejin. Kniha nas uz prostrednictvom
svojho podtitulu informuje, Ze pdjde o rozhovory s aktérkami spolocenstva vzdoru.
Rozhovory Olgy Gyarfasovej s desiatimi aktérkami tohto alternativneho kultirneho
spolocenstva, zasadeného do Bratislavy, su urcite tou skuto¢nostou, prostrednictvom
ktorej si Citatelky a Citatelia budu pamatat a charakterizovat tuto ,aspektacku” knihu.

Vydavatelstvu ASPEKT a editorke Jane Cvikovej sa vsak podarilo obohatit samotné
rozhovory o dve dolezité sucasti knihy. Ako prvi chcem spomendt Gvodnu kapitolu
Olgy Gyarfasovej. V nej sa dozvedame o motivécii, ktord autorku viedla k napisaniu kni-
hy a zasadzuije jej zivot do obdobia normalizacie, v ktorej prezila mladost a znamenala
pre Au ¢asopriestorové koordinaty dospievania. Uvodna ¢ast knihy je délezitym vycho-
diskom pre pochopenie Sirsich stvislosti, ktoré formovali kazdodennu zitd realitu uni-
katneho neformélneho alternativneho spolo¢enstva, fungujiceho v 70. a 80. rokoch
minulého storocia v Bratislave. Jeho stcastou bola aj Olga Gyarfasova. Prva kapitola
tak ponuka zasvatenu sociologickt sondu do bratislavského kultdrneho, umeleckého
a obcianskeho undergroundu; predstavenie vychodisk a metodoldgie vyskumného pro-
jektu, ktory sa zameral na Zeny z bratislavského spoloc¢enstva vzdoru a reflexiu vlastné-
ho Zivota v obdobi normalizacie. V rozhovoroch s aktérkami spolocenstva vzdoru vedie
autorka paralelny fiktivny rozhovor aj sama so sebou a s dobou svojej mladosti (s. 13).

Dalou inovativnou a velmi indpirativnou sucastou knihy je zavere¢na $tudia Zuzany
Madarovej s ndzvom ,,Spolocenstvo aj vlastna izba’ ako predpoklad politického vzdoru.
K spomienkam aktérok z bratislavského alternativneho priestoru na obdobie normali-
zacie". Zuzana Madarovéa ponuka jednu z moznych interpretdcii pribehov spolocenstva
vzdoru. Ta je zasadend do SirSieho kontextu skiimania a pozndvania historie zien aj
v slvislosti s tym, ako sa na Slovensku na obdobie vladnutia komunistickej Statostra-
ny spomina. Jej reflexia nadvazuje na predchadzajlce realizované vyskumné zamery,
v ktorych sa venovala Ucasti Zien na neznej revolUcii a rodovym aspektom kolektivnej
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pamati. Autorka sa usiluje o istt formu medzigenera¢ného dialdgu so zenami, ktoré
sprostredkovali svoju Zivotnu skusenost z obdobia pred jej narodenim. Ide o dolezitu
sUcast prenosu kolektivnej pamati, nakolko Zzenské aktérky a ich osudy su v réznych
historickych obdobiach a nasich geografickych konstelaciach ¢asto opominané a ,,po-
stavené na druht kolaj” prostrednictvom prevladajucej muzskej patriarchalnej kultirnej
optiky. Zeny boli vo verejnom priestore pritomné, videné, prenasledovang, ale pritom
ako keby zostali nezapamatané. Zuzana Madarova ponuka pohlad na mechanizmy
a dalSie dosledky takejto optiky. Jej studia nasleduje po Uvodnej kapitole Olgy Gyarfa-
Sovej a po desiatich rozhovoroch s aktérkami bratislavského spoloc¢enstva vzdoru. Pri
druhom ¢itanf knihy som jednotlivé casti ¢ital vinom poradi, ako st radené v knihe. Po
precitani Uvodnej kapitoly Olgy Gyarfasovej som preskocil rozhovory, ku ktorym som
sa vratil az po docitani kapitoly Zuzany Madarovej. Takto som sice prevzal jej optiku
a mozny scenar, ako Citat rozhovory a interpretovat Zivotné pribehy Zien bratislavského
alternativneho spolo¢enstva, ale umoznilo mi vidiet v nich aj stvislosti, ktoré som si pri
prvom ¢itani knihy nevsimol a neuvedomil, zostali skryté. Nechcem potencidlne Citatel-
ky a Citatelov navadzat k takejto stratégii. Mozno kratky editorsky Gvod, ktory by po-
nukol informacie o Strukture knihy a v jemnych nacrtoch nas zoznamil aj s jej obsahom,
by pomohol pri rozhodovani, akou cestou sa z hladiska poradia kapitol pri ¢itani knihy
vybrat. Na druhej strane vsak to, Ze knihu otvorite pri hociktorej jej Casti a zaujme vas
a vediete pri jej ¢itani neustaly vnutorny dialég s jej obsahom, hovori jasne o jej kvali-
te. To je moja osobna skusenost aj v pripade knihy Ako sme Zili v rokoch normalizacie.

Kniha otvara mnoho zaujimavych tém. Jednou z nich je dblezitost medzigeneracné-
ho prenosu kolektivnej pamati vztahujlucej sa na obdobie normalizacie na Slovensku.
Ako je evidentné z vysledkov vyskumu ,Demokratickost a obcania na Slovensku”,
realizovaného v roku 2014, vo vnimani normalizacie a jej désledkoch existuje urcita
miera analfabetizmu slovenskej populécie. Na otvorenu otazku ,Co si predstavite, ked
sa povie normalizacia v Ceskoslovensku” takmer polovica opytanych respondentiek
a respondentov (46,9 %) uviedla odpoved neviem/ni¢ alebo neodpovedala vébec.
Absentuje hodnotenie normalizacie, na ktorom by sa zhodla vac¢sina populacie alebo
aspon konstruktivna a na objektivnych skuto¢nostiach postavena diskusia o zaklad-
nych vychodiskovych bodoch reflexie normalizécie, ktora by mala dosah na utvéra-
nie ndzorov na dané obdobie. Z tohto dévodu neprekvapuije, Ze s normalizaciou su
nasledne spojené ambivalentné a ¢asto odporujuce reflexie zo strany slovenskej spo-
lo¢nosti. Kym v roku 1992 (vyskum ,Trvanie a zmena na Slovensku”) 70. a 80. roky
minulého storocia v histdrii Slovenska vnimala velka ¢ast populécie nepriaznivo, tak
v roku 2009 (IVO, 2010) kleslo zdporné a skoér zaporné hodnotenie tohto obdobia
o polovicu opytanych (Zeman, Tizik 2016). V roku 2009 iba 19 % opytanych vnimalo
70. a 80. roky zaporne alebo skor zaporne a 32 % kladne alebo skor kladne (Butoro-
vé 2010). Obsadenie Ceskoslovenska vojskami Varsavskej zmluvy v auguste 1968 je
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viak reflektované v mnohych vyskumoch a prieskumoch verejnej mienky ako jedna
z najnegativnejsich historickych udalosti na Slovensku po roku 1918 (Zeman, Tizik
2016). Problematickejsia sa teda skor ukazuje reflexia obdobia po auguste 1968. Olga
Gyarfasova obdobie normalizacie datuje prave do obdobia 70. a 80. rokov.

Aj z tychto dovodov je dblezité otvarat tuto tému a venovat sa obdobiu normali-
zacie, spovedat pamatnicky a pamatnikov, dat hlas a priestor réznym socialnym ka-
tegoériam obyvatelstva. Ako vidime, obdobie normalizacie si dnes mnohi idealizuju.
Vnimaju ho ako obdobie stability, ekonomického rozvoja a materialnych istét, ktorymi
si socialisticky rezim zabezpecil lojalitu vacsiny obyvatelstva Slovenska. Prostrednic-
tvom rozhovorov v knihe sa ndm odkryva Uplne odlisny pohlad na normalizéciu. Je
plna obav aktérok o moznosti pokracovat v dalsom Studiu, obav zo straty zamestna-
nia, domovych prehliadok, sledovania vo verejnom priestore a odpocuvania v stkromi,
vypoclvania a vyhrazok zo strany komunistickej tajnej policie — Statnej bezpe¢nosti
(StB), Ze ubliZia im, ich detom ¢&i partnerom. Kniha prinasa jedine¢ny pohlad na to,
ako sa zilo desiatim Zenam, ktoré sa nebali moci, neboli ochotné sklonit hlavy a ne-
snazili sa konat Ucelovo-racionalne.

Kniha Olgy Gyarfasovej zapada do linie spritomnenia pamati obcianskeho vzdoru
na Slovensku, resp. v Ceskoslovensku. Ide o dal3i délezity diel skladacky, ktora zaci-
na naberat ¢oraz jasnejSie kontury, napriklad aj vdaka viacerym nedavnym vedeckym
vyskumnym projektom a rozrastajlcemu sa poctu studii a kniznych publikacii, ambi-
cidbznym medialnym vystupom (napr. televizne dokumentérne filmy a cykly, interne-
tové projekty), ako aj vyskumnym a osvetovym aktivitdm Ustavu paméti naroda (viac
informécii na s. 15-16). Kniha Ako sme Zili v rokoch normalizacie je vsak Specificka
z viacerych pri¢in. Je to najma vdaka fokusovaniu vyskumného zaujmu: 1. na aktér-
ky. V kolektivnej pamati aj historii, ako poznamendava Zuzana Madarova (s. 242), su
Zeny este stéle skor cudzinkami v diskurze, ktorému dominuju muzi; 2. na bratislav-
ské neformdlne alternativne spolocenstvo z pohladu Zien (zaujem o jeden lokalny
priestor, v ktorom sa vdaka priatelskym a rodinnym vézbam a kontaktom utvarala
komunita, znamena do urcitej miery aj zachytenie skupinového portrétu doby); 3. na
aktérky vo velmi Specifickej etape svojej zivotnej drahy (u vacsiny mladost a dospie-
vanie, partnerstvo a rodina); 4. na aktérky, ktoré sa nestihli plne nadychnut a zazit
chvilkové politické a kultirne uvolnenie a slobodnejsiu atmosféru 60. rokov a 5. na
aktérky s ur¢itym rodinnym kultdrnym a socialnym kapitalom, ktory ,zdedili” z rodi-
ny povodu alebo ziskali v dospelosti. Zaujem o aktérky a histériu Zien taktiez zapada
do 3irsej palety roznych vedeckych a odbornych aktivit (ich zoznam na s. 242-244).
Zoznam aktivit a vysledkov réznych projektov venujlcich sa normalizacii a histérii Zien
ponuka zaujemkyniam a zaujemcom o sledované témy dolezity zdroj dal3ich dajov.

Normalizacia znamenala presadenie a institucionalizovanie mechanizmov vyma-
hania poslusnosti. Bolo to ,,znormalizovanie nenormalneho,” teda neslobody, ako to
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vystizne opisal Milan Sime¢ka v knihe Obnovenie poriadku, ktora ako samizdat vysla
prave v 70. rokoch (1975-1977, 2022). Tento princip spocival v donucovani fudi, aby
minimalne na verejnosti preukazovali poslusnost rezimu, pri¢om ho necharakterizova-
lo ideologické nadsenie ¢i zapalenie sa pre ,,svetlé komunistické zajtrajsky”, ale cynicky
a pohodiny oportunizmus. Nebolo nutné verit, stacilo navonok poslichat a pretvaro-
vat sa. Zivoty [udi sa podriadili komunistickej strane, ktord mala monopol na vietko,
¢o sa vyskytovalo vo verejnom priestore. Stat velmi starostlivo drzal vietky paky moci
vo svojich rukach. Mohol ovladat svoje obcianky a svojich ob¢anov — odmeriovat za
lojalitu a trestat za neposlusnost alebo ¢o i len za jej ndznak. Spésoby vymahania
poslusnosti boli postavené na tom, ze fudia boli v istom zmysle rukojemnikmi statu:
kazdy, kto chcel dbstojné zamestnanie, poslat deti do $koly, niekedy vycestovat do
zahranicia, potreboval jeho suhlas. Lojalita bola tvrdo vykUpena aj nizkou mierou in-
terpersonalnej a institucionalnej dévery a vysokou mierou pocitovanej individualne;
a spolocenskej anémie. V takomto prostredi sa formovali neformalne spoloc¢enstva
— ostrovceky pozitivnej deviacie' — , ktoré svojimi aktivitami v roznej intenzite a v roz-
nych podobéach vzdorovali rezimu a vytvarali alternativny priestor slobody” (s. 14).
Mnohé aktérky alternativnych spolocenstiev, v ktorych mal vzdor primarne podobu
kultarnych, umeleckych a obcianskych aktivit, hovorili o nich ako o priestore slobody.
Tento priestor slobody sa rozprestieral tak vo verejnom priestore (a bol napriklad na-
plneny inscenovanim happeningov a performance, ktorych snahou bolo provokujtco
prelomit a parodovat zabehané spoloc¢enské konvencie, demaskovat verejny priestor
ako prazdny a impotentny; umeleckymi vystavami, ktoré niekedy trvali iba niekolko
hodin a boli nasledne zakazané; koncertmi najma folkovej hudby; sirenim a distribu-
ciou samizdatov a zakazanej literatury), ako aj v sukromnej sfére (napriklad bytové
vystUpenia zakazanych pesnickarov; prednasky spickovych odbornikov a odbornicok;
vydavanie tzv. periodickych samizdatov; preklad, prepisovanie a vydavanie zakazanej
literatdry). Verejny priestor vsak bol obmedzeny, kontrolovany a nebezpecny a ob-
Cianske a kulturne aktivity sa prenasali do ,,alternativnych priestorov”, o ktorych este
bude neskor re¢. Vyhnanstvom z oficidlnych Struktur a v dosledku getoizacie kvéli ne-
dostatocnej lojalite a protisocialistickej podvratnej ¢innosti sa utvaral zvlastny priestor
slobody zhmotneny v $pecifickom spdsobe Zivota. Anna Budajova tuto situaciu opisuje
slovami: ,,Kym vonku, mimo nasho bytu, prevladala siva s ¢ervenymi transparentmi,
my sme boli oslobodeni” (s. 85). S nonkonformitou a slobodou vsak isla ruka v ruke aj

T Ostrov¢eky pozitivnej deviacie su v slovenskej sociologickej spisbe spajané s Martinom Bdtorom. Ako
sam hovori v rozhovore pre dennik SME (2014): ,V 80. rokoch, este pred revolu¢nou zmenou, bol tento
koncept spolo¢nym majetkom casti kriticky naladenej spolo¢enskovednej obce. A stal sa velmi popular-
nym, pred revolUciou sa postupne ¢oraz viac ludi zac¢alo povazovat za takychto pozitivnych deviantov,
nezapadajlcich do normy, a tou ,normou’ bolo prispdsobovanie sa rezimu.”
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neistota, ktord bola stcastou Zitej skisenosti ¢leniek a ¢lenov spolocenstiev. Ti, ktorf
rézne aktivity organizovali alebo sa ich zd¢astiiovali, boli ¢asto objektom zaujmu StB
a v rbznej miere aj perzekvovani.

Ako poznamenéava Olga Gyarfasova, sama aktivna ¢lenka spolocenstva vzdoru, ta-
kychto spolocenstiev existovalo v Bratislave niekolko. ,Povacsine o sebe vedeli, rézne
sa prelinali, presavali, fungovali v tekutom medzipriestore oficidlneho a neoficidlne-
ho, ktorého hranice neboli vzdy jasne vytycené” (s. 19). Osemdesiate roky dokonca
priniesli zintenzivnenie, pestrost a kvetnatost protirezimovych aktivit, ¢oraz Castejsie
prepéjanie so $edou zénou a ludmi priamo v oficialnych struktarach. Zeny boli aktiv-
nymi ¢lenkami spolocenstiev, ale Castejsie boli videné v neverejnom prostredi bytov,
ktoré vSak do velkej miery nahradzovali absentujuci slobodny verejny priestor. Alter-
nativna verejna sféra sa formovala na pomedzi verejného a stikromného priestoru,
predstavovali ju kaviarne, kr¢my ¢i niektoré pracoviska a najma stkromné byty, kde
sa realizovali koncerty, vystavy, prednasky, ohlasené ¢i nekonciace necakané navstevy
(s. 255). Sukromie sa stavalo autentickym, ale aj verejnym priestorom otvorenym pre
ostatné clenky a ¢lenov komunity a ich priatelov a znamych a dokonca aj pre ,,pocu-
vacov”, t.j. agentov StB na druhej strane odpoc¢uvacich zariadeni, ako ich v rozhovore
pomenovala Jolana Kusa. Alternativny verejny priestor mohol fungovat iba na vza-
jomnej dovere, otvorenosti a angazovanosti, ¢o bolo do zna¢nej miery opakom toho,
ako bol naforméatovany oficialny verejny priestor. Neformalne paralelné spolo¢enstva
ako slobodné a tvorivé priestory fungovali vdaka kreativite, vynaliezavosti, nekonform-
nosti a odvahe. V rozhovoroch s aktérkami sa dozvedame nielen to, akymi aktivitami
sa spolupodielali na neoficidlnych protirezimovych aktivitach, ¢o znamenalo konfron-
taciu s vtedajSou mocou, ale aj stratégie, akymi sa vyrovnavali s touto konfrontaciu
Casto vyustujucou v pocetné obmedzenia ich slobody. Zachytené su vsak aj stratégie,
ktorymi zabezpecovali a vytvarali po mnohych strankach bezpecny priestor a zazemie
pre svoje rodiny (deti, partnerov, rodi¢ov). ,Druhad smena” (dvojita zataz), vymedzena
masivnym vstupom Zien na trh prace a pritom nutnostou zabezpecit chod domacnosti
a starostlivost o ¢lenov a ¢lenky rodiny, ktora bola vo vac¢sej miere na bedrach Zien, v
pripade aktérok spolocenstva vzdoru casto prerastla aj do , tretej smeny”. I3lo o ne-
platenu a rizikovu pracu pre toto spolocenstvo. Aj tu sa viak ukazuje vyrazny rodovy
aspekt a rodova diferenciacia, nakolko tretia smena neznamenala iba pripravu a spo-
lupracu na aktivitach spolocenstva, ale bola naplnena napriklad aj prijimanim hosti
a kazdodennych navstev doma v sukromi, ¢i pripravou ich pohostenia, ¢o zostavalo
vo vacsine pripadov ,Zzenskou pracou”. Ako poznamenava Zuzana Madarova, ,,suk-
romna sféra, do ktorej sa presunuli rozmanité aktivity po roku 1968 v rdmci hladania
Utociska pred vplyvom Statu, bola teda rodovo priznakova” (s. 266). Vnimala sa ako
sféra ,Zenskej prace”. To na jednej strane umoznilo Zendm spolupodielat sa a zapo-
jit sa do aktivit spolocenstva, na strane druhej sa opakovala a posilfiovala rodovo ur-
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Cena delba prace (Linkova, Strakova 2018). Reprodukend praca v podobe vytvarania
zazemia (tzv. infrapolitiky — drobnych neviditelnych ¢innosti, ktoré si nevyhnutné pre
vykon viditelnejsich aktivit) opatovne prilnula Zendm, a tym, Ze sa predtym verejne
vykondavané aktivity v¢lenili do Struktury sikromnej sféry, toto prilnutie sa nanovo sta-
lo samozrejmym a pre histériu neviditelnym (s. 266—267). Samozrejme, socidlna rola
aktérok v alternativnom spolocenstve bola determinovana ich rodinnym, partnerskym
¢i zamestnaneckym statusom a zazemim. V rozhovoroch sa ¢asto objavuju spomienky
na mnozstvo drobnych a na prvy pohlad neviditelnych ¢innosti. Prave ich pritomnost
v rozhovoroch viak umocriuje ich vizibilitu a spolocenské zvyraznenie. Aktérky spolo-
Censtva vzdoru vykonavali velky diapazon aktivit a rozhodne neslo len o pomocné ¢i
podporné aktivity. Treba ich aktivity reflektovat v inom svetle. Je nutné ,spochybnit
predstavu o hlavnych a pomocnych aktivitach a vidiet rézne typy ¢innosti ako navza-
jom suvisiace, podporujice sa a od seba nezavislé” (s. 269, pozri aj Linkova 2018).
Umozriuje to zviditelnit rozmanité ¢innosti a ponuka nehodnotiaci pohlad, ktory nie
je kontaminovany hierarchizujucou rodovou optikou.

Olga Gyarfasova si vybera pre svoj vyskumny zamer reflexiu zien, nakolko sa o dobe
normalizacie z pohladu aktérok verejne vzdorujicim rezimu celkovo malo vie. A ak sa
aj vie, tak skoér z rozpravania muzov. Takato rodova slepota odraza prevladdajuci rodovy
poriadok a vyustila do vSeobecnej tendencie zneviditelfiovania Zien vo verejnom a po-
litickom priestore, ale aj v rdmci historickej pamati. Hlavnu pricinu tejto skuto¢nosti
mozeme identifikovat vo fakte, Ze aktivity Zien sa v spojitosti s rodovo stereotypnymi
ocakavania a delbou roli stustreduju do sféry sukromia, rodiny a domacnosti, pricom
velka historia kazdodennu prevadzku prehliada (s. 24). To, ¢o sa deje v sukromnej
sfére, je ¢asto neviditelné a zostava zabudnuté pri rozpravani velkych ¢inov. Aj preto
je kniha Olgy Gyarfasovej dolezita. Aktivity v sikromi su totiz pomenované ako sucast
politického konania a vzdoru a ako mimoriadne dolezité formy aktérstva. Umozniuje
to vidiet dejinné udalosti nielen ako ,his story”, ale aj ako ,her story”, alebo mozno
lepSie pomenované ako ,their story”.

Prehliadanie Zien a ich anonymizécia su evidentné aj v pripadoch, ked' sa na ich
ulohu upozoriuje. Ustav pamati naroda v roku 2022 ocenil dakovnym listom a pa-
matnou medailou 19 Zien, ktoré sa pocas socializmu podielali na tvorbe a podpore sa-
mizdatovej literatlry. V tlacovej sprave k udelovaniu pamatnych medaili a v samotnom
programe z podujatia udelovania cien sa mena ocenenych neobjavili. Z tohto dévodu
je dolezité spomenut menéa aktérok spolocenstva vzdoru, ktoré suhlasili s rozhovormi
a takto odkryli vnutorné prezivanie represii, s ktorymi boli konfrontované, a stratégie,
akymi sa s nimi vysporiadali. S nimi Tamara Archlebova, Marta Botta, Anna Budajova,
Jolana Kusa, Gabriela Langosova, Luba Lesna, Ludmila Pastierova, Julia Sherwood,
Marta Simeckové a Dorota Simekova. Kazdy z rozhovorov zachytava Uplne jedine¢ny
pribeh. Priblizuju osudy Zien, ktoré mali vietky predpoklady pre naplnenie svojich am-
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bicii, ale rezignovali na ne, nakolko si uvedomovali, Ze by sa priich napliiani vyzadovali
prejavy lojality k rezimu. Vsetky pribehy viak spaja zazitok spolocenstva, ktoré bolo
spaté vazbami vzajomnej hlbokej medziludskej dévery a solidarity. Vzajomna pomoc
sa objavuje v réznych podobach. Ide az nad ramec beznych kazdodennych spbsobov
zdielanej pomoci a dokonca sa zhmotnila aj v snahe ponuknut navod, ako sa spra-
vat v pripade vysluchov. Clenky a ¢lenovia spoloc¢enstva sa delili o svoje skusenosti,
¢o im ponukalo ddlezité vedomosti a zru¢nosti a napliialo pocitom, Ze nie st s touto
skusenostou osamote a maju oporu. Z desiatich rozhovorov na nas neustale dolieha
posolstvo o vyzname vztahov a spolocenstva. Aktérstvo, opisané formy vzdorovania
a protestu boli mozné iba vdaka inym [udom, vdaka spoloc¢enstvu. Naburany je ob-
raz samostatnych, neohrozenych a nezavislych muzskych hrdinov. Buduje sa obraz
aktérstva, ktoré je ukotvené v sieti partnerskych, priatelskych a rodinnych vztahov
alebo vztahov na pracovisku.

Ako je asi zrejmé z doteraz napisaného, kniha Ako sme Zili v rokoch normalizacie.
Rozhovory s aktérkami spolocenstva vzdoru ponutka dblezity a v mnohom jedine¢ny
pohlad na obdobie normalizacie. Kniha nepodéava len svedectvo doby prostrednic-
tvom rozhovorov Olgy Gyarfasovej so svojimi priatelkami a stputnickami z bratislav-
ského alternativneho spolocenstva. Ponuka aj dve kvalitné spolocenskovedné studie,
zasadzujuce zenské aktérky spolocenstva vzdoru a ich konanie do Sirsich politickych,
spolocenskych a kulturnych ramcov. Vsetkych, ktori si knihu zoberd do ruk, urcite
zaujme aj velmi dobré grafické spracovanie, potesi glosar pojmov ¢i menny index. Ja
som sa ku knihe vréatil uz druhykrét a viem, Ze to nebolo naposledy.
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Dejiny feministického myslenia v strednej a vychodnej
Eurépe: Ako sa menil vztah k socialistickému feminizmu?

Maria Mokra

Lérand, Z., Hincu, A., Mihajlovi¢ Trbove, J., Stanczak-Wislicz, K. (eds.). 2024. Texts and Con-
texts from the History of Feminism and Women'’s Rights: East Central Europe, Second Half of
the Twentieth Century. Budapest: CEU Press'.

Ako Zeny v strednej a vychodnej Eurdpe premyslali o politickom a spolo¢enskom dia-
ni po druhej svetovej vojne a aké rozne vizie emancipacie artikulovali? Kniha Texts
and Contexts from the History of Feminism and Women’s Rights: East Central Eu-
rope, Second Half of the Twentieth Century prezentuje bohatu zbierku diel primar-
ne z druhej polovice 20. storocia zo strednej a vychodnej Eurépy, ktoré zachytavaju
komplexny vztah medzi socializmom a feminizmom. Stretdvame sa s perspektivami
roznorodych mysliteliek — lekarok, politi¢iek, filozofiek, sociologiciek, socharok, ex-
pertiek, spisovateliek, poetiek, aktivistiek, spevacok ¢i rezisérok. Stvorelenny editorsky
kolektiv, ktory tvori Zséfia Lérand, Adela Hincu, Jovana Mihajlovi¢ Trbove a Katarzyna
Stariczak-Wislicz, m& ambiciu reagovat na eurépsky a globalny kanon politického mys-
lenia, ktory vytesiiuje Zenské hlasy zo strednej a vychodnej Eurépy. Editorky reflektu-
ju, ze k strednej a vychodnej Eurépe sa ¢asto pristupuje ako k zaostalému priestoru,
¢o vedie k nedostato¢nému vyskumu venovanému myslitelkdm z tohto ,regionu”
a k zneviditelfiovaniu toho, ako prispeli k feministickému mysleniu. V porovnani so
Zapadom su tak Zenské hnutia v strednej a vychodnej Eurépe Casto vykreslované ako
oneskorené, dobiehajuce ¢i priam antifeministické (Grabowska 2022). Prostrednictvom
rozmanitej zbierky textov a diel prelozenych do anglického jazyka sa tak rozroznuju
a prehlbuju dejiny politického a feministického myslenia. Po jej precitani sa nezda, ze
by bol strednej a vychodnej Eurépe feminizmus cudzi, naopak, vidime, ako sa v tom-
to ,medzipriestore” medzi Vychodom a Zapadom priebezne ukladali a prepisovali
vrstvy emancipacnych aj explicitne feministickych idef, na ktorych dnes méze kolek-
tivna feministickd pamat stavat.

Editorky zd6raznuju, ze Specificky kontext strednej a vychodnej Eurépy v danom
obdobi vychadza zo $tatneho socializmu, ktory formoval skisenosti Zien, hnutia za
prava zien, ako aj smerovanie feministického myslenia v ramci 20. storocia. Zatial ¢o
historiografia zenského aktivizmu opisuje obdobie po roku 1945 predovsetkym ako
stagnéciu (Grabowska 2022), editorky identifikuju obdobie statneho socializmu ako

' Kniha je dostupna na: https://library.oapen.org/handle/20.500.12657/98220.
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vyrazny milnik, ktory prispel k zlep3eniu pravneho postavenia Zien a k rozvoju social-
nych a ekonomickych prav, ako je pravo na rozvod, zdravotnu starostlivost ¢i platené
materské volno. Kniha vsak nepristupuje romantizujico k Statnemu socializmu a za-
roven reflektuje, Ze posuny a poziadavky je nevyhnutné chapat v kontexte lokalneho
diania. Aj ked' sa kniha sustreduje na aktérky z obdobia Statneho socializmu, dejiny
feministického myslenia predstavuje ako nevyhnutne kontinualne, a tak do obsahu
zahfia diela spred roka 1945, ako aj texty spojené s transformaciou po roku 1989.
,Casové ohrani¢enie sa odvija od nadeji a obav zenskych a feministickych hnuti, naj-
prv ked sa priklanaju k socializmu, a potom ked sa od neho vzdaluju,” vysvetluju
editorky v Uvode (2024: 3). Kniha tak zachytdva r6zne vizie emancipacie a ich vyvoj,
ktoré vychadzaju zo socialistického a liberalneho feminizmu.

Za touto knihou stoja Styri editorky, ktoré sa vo svojej praci venuju intelektudl-
nym dejindm feminizmu, dejindm rodovych vztahov, politike pamati, ako aj rodovej
rovnosti v akadémii. Zaroveri kniha vznikala v spolupraci s viac ako 100 vyskumnic-
kami a vyskumnikmi zo strednej a vychodnej Eurdpy, ktori formovali vyber textov,
a 33 prekladatelkami a prekladatelmi. Publikaciu pripravovali 10 rokov (od roku 2015)
na osobnych stretnutiach, online workshopoch prostrednictvom mailovej aj osobnej
komunikacie. Obsahuje 107 textov a 23 umeleckych diel a ukazuje, Ze zeny artikulovali
svoje myslienky prostrednictvom réznorodych zdrojov, ako st odborné ¢lanky, reporty,
¢lanky v magazinoch, rozhovory, literdrne a vytvarné diela ¢i filmy. V Gvode editorky
transparentne opisuju kritéria, ktoré zohladriovali pri selekcii diel. Vybranymi diela-
mi chceli zachytit r6znorodost feministickych tradicif, vplyvné lokalne diskusie, ale aj
hlasy, ktoré boli na ich okraji, napriklad hlasy romskych mysliteliek. Kedze kniha mala
za ciel spristupnit medzinarodnému publiku menej zndme prispevky zien zo strednej
a vychodnej Eurépy, do obsahu sa dostali predovsetkym texty, ktoré doteraz neboli
prelozené do angli¢tiny. Editorky tak nezahrnuli diela znamych mysliteliek, akymi su
Clara Zetkin ¢i Alexandra Kollontaj. Avsak ako upozorfiuje vyskumnicka Kristen Ghod-
see (2024), ani tieto mena nie su Uplne etablované. Zapadna histéria zvacsa prehliada
socialistické myslitelky a ich prinos v ramci dejin feministického myslenia, ¢o ukazuje
na priklade knihy Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theory z roku 2016, ktora vynechava
revolucionarku, politicku a teoreti¢ku Kollontaj. Aj ked editorky reflektuju, Ze tvorba
zbierky Texts and Contexts from the History of Feminism and Women’s Rights v an-
glickom jazyku nevyhnutne prispieva k utvaraniu nového kanonu, ich cielom je skor
vytvarat priestor pre diskusiu a dalsi vyskum dejin feministického myslenia.

Kniha je strukturovana podla 14 tematickych okruhov, ¢im editorky uvadzaju rézne
texty do vzajomného dialégu a podnecuju ich ¢itanie aj mimo rdmcov narodnych $ta-
tov. Pri témach sa riadili heslom Osobné je politické, ¢o umoznuje zachytavat politiku
cez jej zitu skusenost a kazdodennost. V knihe tak najdeme réznorodé témy ako vojna,
nasilie pachané na zenach a rodovo podmienené nasilie, dvojité bremeno, sexualita,
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reprodukené prava, transformacie politickych rezimov, ideolégie Zenskej emancipacie,
Zeny v politike a iné. Pri kazdom texte ¢i diele sa nachadza biografia autorky a kontext
daného prispevku. Tym sa Citatelstvu priblizuje Zivot, ako aj ideologické vymedzenie
mysliteliek a mdze o predstavenych idedch uvazovat aj v kontexte lokalneho diania.
Struktara knihy vyvazuje lokalnu kontextualizaciu a nadnarodné savislosti.

Cez pribehy, skusenosti, myslienky a rozmanité emancipacné vizie Zien zo strednej
a vychodnej Eurdpy v ramci 20. storocia mdézeme sledovat meniaci sa vztah k socia-
listickému feminizmu. V prvej kapitole, ktora sa venuje obdobiu pred rokom 1945
a jeho dedic¢stvu, myslitelky ,,pripravili podu pre synergiu a diskusie medzi feminizmom
a socializmom po druhej svetovej vojne” (2024: 11). Vizie vychadzajlce zo socialis-
tického feminizmu sprostredkiva préaca Ecateriny Arbore (1911), rumunskej lekarky
a podporovatelky bojov pracujucich zien na celom svete, ktora vnimala socializmus
a feminizmus ako vzajomne prepletené boje. V predstavenom texte kritizovala pra-
covné podmienky v tovarniach aj v domacnostiach a podmieriovala emancipéaciu Zien
socialistickym usporiadanim a naopak fungovanie socializmu participaciou zien. Tuto
prepletenost komunikovala aj feministicka spisovatelka a antifasisticka aktivistka zo
Slovinska Angela Vode. Ako pise Manca G. Renko v kontextualizujicom ¢lanku, Vode
predkladd emancipacny projekt, ktory kritizuje fasizmus aj kapitalizmus a sucasne
problematizuje fungovanie demokracie v kapitalizme. Podla Vode ,ani vietky poli-
tické prava dokopy nedokazu zabranit tomu, aby miliény ,politicky rovnopravnych’
ludi zomreli od hladu” (2024 [1934]: 106). Vo svojej tvorbe z roku 1934 tak Vode
prezentuje politické prava bez ekonomickych prav ako nedostato¢né a zdoérazriuje
ekonomicku nezavislost Zien. Tvrdila, Ze iba prostrednictvom ekonomickej nezavis-
losti sa zeny mozu stat stcastou politiky, ktorej ciel redefinovala ako ,starostlivost
o verejné blaho a sluzbu v mene komunity” (2024 [1934]: 104). Na tieto vizie socia-
listického feminizmu dalej nadvazovali autorky aj po roku 1945. Filozofka Nadezda
Catinovi¢ (1976) pdsobiaca v Zahrebe argumentovala, Ze oslobodenie vetkych ludi
vratane zien nevyhnutne zavisi od nastolenia beztriednej spolo¢nosti, kedze uplatrio-
vanie prav je zavislé od triednej pozicie. Z textov sa tak vynara debata o tom, ako je
uplatrovanie réznych druhov prav vzajomne prepojené. Polititka a spisovatelka Mitra
Mitrovi¢ (1960) z byvalej Juhoslavie (dnesného Srbska) sice uznava, Ze politické prava
nemaju hodnotu bez ekonomickej slobody, no zarover dodava, Ze pravo volit ako
politické pravo najviditelnejsie prisudzuje Zendm postavenie obcianky. Relevantnym
aspektom v predkladanych emancipac¢nych viziach je aj rola spolo¢enského vedomia.
Podla madarskej politicky a kriticky burzodzneho feminizmu Anny Kéthly (1945) na to,
aby sa zeny mohli vzopriet Utlaku, nestaci len patrit do utlacanej triednej skupiny, ale
je dolezité mat triedne vedomie reflektujice ich spolo¢enski poziciu, vyznam prace
a prekérne podmienky. Rozsirend alternativu pod pojmom neofeministické vedomie
predstavila vo svojom texte z roku 1986 Nada Ler-Sofroni¢, aktivistka a univerzitna
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ucitelka zo Sarajeva. Zsofia Lorand ju v kontexte opisala ako odporkyriu autoritarstva,
za sUcast ktorého povazovala patriarchat s kapitalizmmom. Neofeministické vedomie
tak neredukuje problematiku vykoristovania Zien na triednu otéazku, ale reflektuje
SirSie socialne a triedne ukotvené mechanizmy, ktoré prispievaju k podriadeniu zZien.
Emancipacné vizie socialistického feminizmu nevyprchavaju ani s rokom 1989, aj ked
sU marginalizované. Vyskumnicka Ina Merkel (1989) protestovala proti spojeniu Vy-
chodného Nemecka so Zapadnym, ktoré vnimala ako zaostalé v ,Zenskej otazke”
a namiesto toho podporovala upravenu formu socializmu zaloZzent na solidarnych
socidlnych vztahoch, ekologickej reorganizacii, demokracii a rieSeni , zenskej otazky":
.Uz nechceme byt skromnymi, usilovnymi a nedostato¢ne ohodnotenymi pomocnic-
kami a zamestnankynami (...) Zasadzujeme sa za spravodlivé rozdelenie prace a vy-
hod" (2024 [1989]: 597).

Ako kniha sleduje vizie socialistického feminizmu a reflexiu podmienok statneho
socializmu, poukazuije aj na nelplnost ¢i nedostatky socialistickej emancipacie. Viace-
ré autorky v knihe reaguju na rozpor medzi skuto¢nou a forméalnou rovnostou Zien.
Ako argumentuje filozofka Rada Ivekovi¢ zo Zahrebu v roku 1978, subordindcia Zien
sa nevyriesi len ich zvySenou zamestnanostou. Texty tak reflektuju nerovnosti v ka-
riérnom raste a zastUpeni na veducich poziciach, v delbe neplatenej domacej prace
vratane vychovy deti. Filozofka Blazenka Despot (1987) pdsobiaca v byvalej Juhoslavii
(dnesnom Chorvatsku) taktiez poukazuje na problematiku nasilia pachaného na Ze-
nach a ponuka koncepciu marxistického feminizmu, ktory obnazuje aj patriarchalne
formy socialnych vztahov. Casto sa problematizuje nerovnost cez dvojitu ¢i trojitl za-
taz, v ramci ktorej sa Zeny musia vysporiadat s povinnostami v doméacnosti, zamest-
nani a vo verejnom obcianskom zivote. Bulharska novinarka Sonia Bakish pomeno-
vala toto naroc¢né zosuladovanie Uloh ako ,zenské ukrizovanie” (zhensko razpiatie).
V kontexte literarnej tvorby Zita Karkla predstavuje cCitatelstvu Reginu Ezera ako spi-
sovatelku z Loty3ska, ktora reflektuje rodovi podmienenost pracovnych podmienok
a narusa predstavu o intelektualnej tvorbe ako procese v ,,nerusenom tichu”. Ako v
roku 1975 trefne identifikovala rumunska novinarka a spisovatelka Ecaterina Oproiu,
Zeny na rozhodovacich poziciach ¢asto dostavaju otazky o zosuladovani pracovnych
a domacich povinnosti, zatial ¢o muzi sa s takymito otazkami nemusia zaoberat, ke-
dZe im nie je prisudzovana rola starostlivosti o domacnost. Autorky tak volaju nielen
po rozsiahlejSom budovani verejnych zariadeni a sluZieb, ako su jasle, materské skoly,
Studovne ¢i pracovne, ale zaroven, ako piSu napriklad Aina Jurcina, Rada Ivekovi¢ ¢i
Ecaterina Oproiu, aj po rovhomernejsom prerozdeleni povinnosti v domacnosti. ,Az
ked muzi prevezmu svoj podiel zodpovednosti v domacnosti (...), budd moct Zzeny
prevziat svoj podiel zodpovednosti v spolo¢nosti” (Ivekovi¢ 2024 [1978]: 818). Zatial ¢o
Rada Ivekovic¢ zdorazriuje chybajuce kolektivne ,,zenské vedomie”, ¢im sa znemozriuje
skuto¢né oslobodenie a emancipécia Zien, sociologi¢ka Mileva Filipovi¢ z Ciernej Hory
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zasa argumentuje, Ze oslobodenie Zien nevyhnutne suvisi so spolocenskym uznanim
reprodukcnej prace ako takej. Pre filozofku a sociologi¢ku Ainu Jurcina pochadzajicu z
LotySska je dvojita zataz znakom prebiehajlcej, ale nedokoncenej emancipacie. Z dis-
kusii, ktoré sa odohravali pocas obdobia Statneho socializmu do zaciatku 90. rokov
naprie¢ krajinami je tak zrejmé, Ze starostlivost predstavovala Ustrednu tému a bola
podstatnou stc¢astou mnohych politickych vizii.

V kniznej zbierke Texts and Contexts from the History of Feminism and Women’s
Rights zaroven sledujeme, ako vizie socialistickej emancipacie komunikuju s viziami
priklanajicimi sa k liberdlnemu feminizmu ¢i antikomunizmu. Strety medzi tymito ide-
ologickymi pradmi mozno pozorovat uz v prvej kapitole o obdobf pred rokom 1945
a jeho dedi¢stve cez vztah Rosiky Schwimmer, zakladatelky prvej feministickej orga-
nizacie pozadujucej volebné pravo v Madarsku (FE), a Marisky Gardos, ktora viedla
Zdruzenie madarskych pracovnicok. Ako piSe v kontexte Doéra Fedeles-Czeferner, ich
vztah bol poznaceny nielen kamaratstvom, ale aj konfliktmi. Mariska Gardos spolupra-
covala s komunistickym hnutim a kritizovala FE za to, Ze sa volebné pravo v roku 1912
ustanovilo pre Zeny na zaklade vzdelania a majetku. Taktiez vycitala FE nedostato¢né
zameranie na socialno-ekonomicky problémy, aj ked' tato kritika je podla Déry Fede-
les-Czeferner skor zavadzajuca, kedze FE pozadovalo napriklad rovnaké mzdy pre Zeny
¢i komplexnu zdravotnu starostlivost. Rosika Schwimmer zase kritizovala Madarsku
komunu za antidemokratické a antifeministické politiky. Kontext, ktory o spisovatel-
ke Zemaité (1912) z Litvy napisala Dalia Leinarte, odkryva, ako selektivne ramcovanie
autoriek moze pozmenit ich emancipacné vizie a pamat feministického myslenia. Aj
ked komunisticky rezim prezentoval Zemaité vylu¢ne ako marxisticku feministku, ona
podporovala aj zapadny liberalny feminizmus, ktory vnimala ako Ustredny pre boj pro-
ti nasiliu pachanému na Zenach. Dolezitu kritiku a rezistenciu voci komunistickému
rezimu po roku 1945 tvorila ¢eska politicka Milada Horakova. Jej vizia bola zaloZzena
na hodnotach demokracie a rovnosti medzi muzmi a Zenami a v prelozenom texte sa
zasadzuje za to, aby zeny boli uznané ako rovnocenné politické aktérky, ktoré by mali
rovnako participovat na riadeni krajiny a rieSeni kazdodennych problémov: ,Spolu
s muzmi chceme prevziat zodpovednost nielen v momentoch historickych narodnych
bojov, ale aj v beznom kazdodennom Zzivote” (2024 [1945]: 205). S transforméciou
po roku 1989 vizie emancipacie viac stavali na ludskych pravach a individualnych slo-
bodach a boli spaté s liberdlnym feminizmom. Viaceré autorky ako Hana Havelkova
a Mihaela Miroiu kritizovali obmedzovanie individualnych slob6d v $tatnom socializ-
me. Zaroven Ceska sociologictka Hana Havelkova (1995) vo svojom texte predstavila,
ako sa rezim podielal na trojitom vyvlastrhovani liberdlnej emancipacie cez znevidi-
telfiovanie liberalneho Zenského hnutia, nezaujem o , zensku otazku” a zneuzivanie
Zenskych prav na posilnenie svojej pozicie pocas studenej vojny. Tieto emancipacné
vizie neboli kritické len k $tatnemu socializmu, ale aj k transformac¢nym procesom.
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Podobne ako Horakova v roku 1945 aj spisovatelka Jana Jurariova v roku 1994 artiku-
lovala prepojenost demokracie a ludskych prav Zien, ked upozorfiovala na odstvanie
feministickych otézok ako nepodstatnych pri ,demokratickom” boji voci autoritar-
skym zmendm premiéra Vladimira Meciara na Slovensku pocas 90. rokov. Vybrané
texty taktiez tematizovali, ako po roku 1989 dochadzalo k navratu k tzv. tradi¢nym
hodnotam a ndbozenskym normam, ako pisala napriklad polska expertka na zenské
prava Barbara Limanowska (1993). V ramci diskusii o ludskych pravach kniha zachyta-
va aj situaciu romskych zien prostrednictvom textu romskej feministky a expertky na
ludské prava z Rumunska Nicolety Bitu (1999), ktora opisuje skusenosti s institucio-
nalnym rasizmom, domacim nasilim a zvysenym obchodovanim s rémskymi zenami
chapanymi ako ,exotickd surovina”. Toto prerdmcovavanie feministickych poziada-
viek cez ludskopravny diskurz a odklon od socialistického feminizmu treba chapat aj
v kontexte nového politického usporiadania liberalnej demokracie. Dolezitost kon-
textualizacie feministickych bojov reflektuje aj redakéna rada ¢asopisu Zena danas:
~Zmenu povahy feminizmu najlepsie pochopime, ak sa zameriame na usporiadanie,
v ktorom boli tieto poZziadavky formulované” (2024 [1936]: 119).

Tato zbierka diel z 20. storocia posilfiuje kolektivnu feministické pamat a poskytuje
vela ndmetov na premyslanie o vztahu socializmu a feminizmu a aj o tom, ako sta-
vat na tychto ideach v sucasnosti. Na jednej strane zbierka pomaha kontextualizovat
feministické myslienky a poziadavky ako kontinuélny boj. Na druhej strane sa méze
zaradit medzi projekty, ktoré pomahaju dekonstruovat dejiny feministickych vizii ako
linedrne a zviditelmuju dedic¢stvo socialistickej emancipacie strednej a vychodnej Eu-
répy. Ako v ¢eskom kontexte upozornila Jifina Siklové (2012), na socialisticky model
emancipacie zien, ktory bol zalozeny na zapojeni Zien do pracovného procesu, pod-
pore ekonomickej nezavislosti od muzov a distribuovani ¢asti reprodukcnej prace na
verejné zariadenia, sa ¢asto zabuda. ,V snahe rychlo zmenit celt spolo¢nost a odli-
Sit sa od vlastnej minulosti bolo zburané mnohé z toho, ¢o bolo mozné prevziat do
nového spolo¢enského systému,” pide Siklové o transformécii po roku 1989 (2006:
232). S padom $tatneho socializmu mal nastat , koniec dejin” a ultimatny triumf li-
beralnej demokracie s kapitalizmom. Tato predstava spoloc¢enského usporiadania sa
stala dominantnou a zUzila priestor pre alternativne imaginacie politického a spolo-
Cenského poriadku. Vyvstava otazka, do akej miery to podnietilo aktivne zabudanie
na feministické vizie z polovice 20. storocia a obmedzilo moznosti na ne nadvazovat.
Zatial, ¢o uz myslitelky 20. storocia poukazovali na problematiku dvojitej zataze zien,
pandémia koronavirusu naplno zviditelnila, ako malo sa toho zlepsilo v spolo¢enskom
uznani a distribucii reprodukénej prace. Prave naopak, neoliberdlne politiky, ktoré
rozkladaju institucie socialnych sluzieb, dalej podryvaju moznosti sprostredkovat sta-
rostlivost (Chatzidakis et al. 2020). Zaroveri, ako poukazala napriklad Zuzana Uhde
(2025), politiky Eurépskej unie vyuzivaju strukturdlne nerovnosti medzi Vychodom
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a Zapadom na poskytovanie starostlivosti pre bohatsie krajiny. Kriza starostlivosti,
ktora charakterizuje suc¢asnu dobu, je preplatena aj s krizou demokracie a klimatickou
krizou, pri¢om ich zintenzivriuje kapitalistické usporiadanie spolo¢nosti (Fraser, 2022).
Cez obnovovanie a rozsirovanie pamati emancipa¢nych myslienok sa tato kniha moze
prihovérat si¢asnym politickym zdpasom a podnecovat tak formulovanie novych fe-
ministickych vizii pre spravodlivi spolo¢nost.

Kniha Texts and Contexts from the History of Feminism and Women'’s Rights svojou
Sirokou zbierkou textov a ich kontextualizaciou prepisuje narativ o dejinach politic-
kého a feministického myslenia. Zameranim sa na myslitelky 20. storocia z vychod-
nej a strednej Eurépy Uspesne narusa predstavu o feministickych myslienkach ako
o importe zo Zapadu. Namiesto toho predstavuje politické dianie v tomto regiéne
ako sucast eurdpskych dejin a mapuje vztah socializmu a feminizmu cez sklsenosti,
kritiky a vizie zien. Ako vyzyva srbska filozofka Adriana Zaharijevi¢ (2025), potrebu-
jeme viac vyskumnej prace, ktord napravuje vymazavanie dejin feminizmu v strednej
a vychodnej Eurépe.
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