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thenticated with comments by so-called “witnesses of the times” 
and professional historians — in a thick coating of phantasms, 
myths and, not infrequently, stereotypes.

In publications such as Przemysław Słowiński’s Boginie Zła 
[Goddesses of evil] (2010), Tadeusz M. Płużański’s Bestie [Beasts] 
(2011), Sławomir Koper’s Kobiety władzy PRL [Women of the 
authorities of People’s Poland] (2012), and Marek Łuszczyna’s 
Zimne [Cold ones] (2014), as well as in the popular TV series Czas 
honoru [Time of honor] (2008—2013), which was aired by Pol-

ish public television, and in the 
Oscar-winning movie Ida (2013),1 
female communists fill the role of 
“evil women”. For even stronger 
effect, this role is often juxtaposed 
with the “brave and pure girls” 
of the 1944 Warsaw Uprising, the 
Home Army patriots, Girl Scouts, 
or nuns. These authors usually 
present communist women of 
the Stalinist era as being rare 
(and frequently use the same few 
recurring names, such as Wanda 
Wasilewska, Julia Brystiger, and 
Helena Wolińska), but as particu-
larly noxious and insidious — as 
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women who abused their power and used it against their male 
subordinates. In Czas honoru and Ida, the characters of female 
communist dignitaries — a minister and a prosecutor — were 
based on the infamous biographies of Brystiger and Wolińska. 
At the same time, these authors stress that the power wielded by 
communist women was specious and non-sovereign, as these 
women were always anointed by men.

IT IS DIFFICULT to shake off the impression that contemporary 
stories about female communists are driven by male fears and by 
the obsessions of the authors, and are based on old concepts of 
women who transgress traditional gender roles and are typically 
described as “beasts”, “goddesses of evil”, “cold bitches”, or 
“lovers of the mighty of this world”.2 In Słowiński’s book, female 
communists are portrayed as yet another link in the long chain 
of “evil women” in the history of humankind; they share the 
limelight with such infamous heroines as Lucrezia Borgia, Cathe-
rine the Great, Magda Goebbels, and Ulrike Meinhof. Łuszczyna, 
in turn, opens his gallery of “Polish women who were called 
criminals”, “common felons”, and “psychopaths” with the story 
of Julia Brystiger — one of the most demonized of all Polish com-
munist women. Like Wolińska, Brystiger is a particularly useful 
object of attention among all the aforementioned authors for 
a number of reasons: first, in her role as director of the 3rd and 
5th Departments of the Ministry of Public Security, she allegedly 
personally surveilled parties, political organizations, and reli-
gious groups; second, she was said to be particularly bent on the 
brutal questioning of suspects; third, she was known for her in-
triguing beauty, which was purportedly appreciated by Picasso 
himself; 3 fourth, she rumored to have remarkable sexual appe-
tites; and, fifth, but not least, she was known for her constantly 
emphasized Jewish origins. The image of a “comrade Minister”, 
as constructed by these authors, encompasses all the possible 
impressions that are encoded in the stereotypical figures of “a 
beautiful Jewess” and a “Judeo-communist”: a demonic quality, 
sexual transgressions, and criminality.4 The accumulation of 
fears, obsessions, and fantasies that are associated with these 
figures is clearly visible in one scene from Łuszczyna’s book: 
in this scene, Brystiger is in a conversation with Primate Stefan 
Wyszyński, and is described as a “snake hissing in a corner of a 
chapel”5 — alternating between being seductive and being dan-
gerous. In another scene — one that is frequently cited, although 
it only addresses the account given by Brystiger’s alleged victim, 
an account that is as yet still unconfirmed by any other sources 
— Brystiger is depicted as a ferocious sexual deviant who takes 
great pleasure in torturing young “cursed soldiers”.6 At this 
point, the authors’ uneasy fascination with the purported sexual 
wantonness and violence of the “comrade Minister” reaches its 
apogee, and comes close to bursting into perversion.

The sexual life of communist women seems to be of primary 
interest to the authors of pop-historical publications: it is de-
scribed as “prolific”, “knowing no bounds”, or, at other times, 
as being completely subjugated to the whims of men, whether 
party comrades or superiors. The authors eagerly quote the 
derogatory wartime nickname that was applied to communist 
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Wanda Wasilewska (1905–1964) 
Polish writer, publicist, and politi-

cian. Before WWII, Wasilewska 

was a member of the Polish 

Socialist Party; during the war, 

appointed by Stalin, she became 

the Chairperson of the Union of Polish Patriots and 

co-organizer of the Polish Army in the USSR. After 

the war, Wasilewska settled in Kiev as a member of 

the Supreme Soviet of the USSR and as a post-war 

peace movement activist. 

Julia Brystiger (1902–1975) 
Polish-Jewish social and political 

activist. Before the war, Brystiger 

was a member of the Communist 

Party of Western Ukraine; she 

was imprisoned for communist 

activity, which was illegal at the time in Poland. 

Between 1945 and 1956, she was the Director 

of the 3rd Department (responsible for counter-

ing the anti-communist underground) and of the 

5th Department (responsible for the infiltration of 

churches and intelligentsia circles) of the Ministry of 

Public Security. Although Brystiger was accused of 

torturing prisoners, she was never formally charged 

or tried. After she finished her political career, she 

took up writing. 

Helena Wolińska (1919–2008) 
Polish-Jewish political activ-

ist, prosecutor, and academic 

teacher. Before WWII, Wolińska 

belonged to the Polish Union of 

Communist Youth. During the war, 

she served in the People’s Guard and the People’s 

Army. Between 1949 and 1954, Wolińska was a 

military prosecutor in political trials that resulted in 

death sentences and lifelong imprisonments. After 

her political retirement, she turned to academic 

work (she received her PhD in 1962 with a thesis 

titled Pregnancy Termination in Light of Penal Law). 
In the wake of the anti-semitic purges of March 

1968, Wolińska was fired; she then emigrated to 

Great Britain, where she was naturalized. Toward 

the end of the 1990s, the Polish authorities applied 

to the authorities in Great Britain for her extradition, 

accusing her of having aided in the execution of 

24 Home Army soldiers in 1950–1953. In 2006, the 

British authorities rejected the request.
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face and appears grotesque and exaggerated. In this context, 
communism’s most serious crime is to upend the gender order. 
At the same time, the caricature-like quality of communism 
stems from the fact that this is just a specious upending, as the 
emancipation of women is specious too: in reality, women never 
ceased to fulfill traditional roles, as proven by the biographies of 
prominent female politicians of the Stalinist period.

THE FUNCTION OF the images of communist women of Stalinist 
times, as presented in the publications discussed here, does 
not merely boil down to providing a historical settlement with 
the emancipation policies of the People’s Poland project.12 
These women are also — and perhaps primarily — a useful tool 
in contemporary debates on the equality of women’s rights, 
transformations of the models of family and parenthood, and the 
changes that are occurring in the community under the influence 
of policies that give women greater decision-making power 
in politics. In their role as the anti-model of the emancipation 
policy, female communist dignitaries serve as a cautionary tale 
against the excessive liberation of women, which is manifested 
in their sexual wantonness and abuse of power. These tales of 
our heroines, which feed into a moralizing narrative of crime and 
punishment, sin and redemption, and guilt and atonement, are 
intended to show just how harmful this liberation is to women 
themselves, as it brings about life tragedies, unhappiness, and 
loneliness. This narrative teaches us that “women of power” 
always meet a sad end: they are lonely and heartbroken (e.g., 
Wasilewska was married three times and was allegedly cheated 
on and abused by her last husband, the Ukrainian playwright 

Oleksandr Korniychuk); they are marginalized 
or even spied on by their former comrades (e.g. 
the Security Services conducted a surveillance 
campaign dubbed “Egoist” against Brystiger 
from 1962—1974); or they are forced to emigrate 
(e.g., Wasilewska stayed in Kiev after the war, 
while Wolińska moved to Britain in the aftermath 
of March 1968). Their road to redemption and 
their return to the fold of society can only occur 
through conversion to Catholicism, which is 
purportedly desired by them. Thus, despite 
an absence of proof, the authors of these tales 

stubbornly repeat the rumors that tell how Wasilewska, Brystiger, 
and Fornalska became devout Catholics toward the end of their 
lives, or even how these women financially supported the Catholic 
Church.13 By means of a normative gender narrative, the lives 
and work of female communists are shoved into well-known and 
recognizable frames, thus making these women more palatable 
to society and controlling women who elude the now-binding 
conservative norms of “Polish femininity” — which comprise 
women who are patriotic, virtuous, and motherly, and who know 
their place in the world.≈
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women: “transient field wives” (shortened to TFW). The authors 
also provide something that is akin to a psychosexual analysis 
of these women’s personalities, based on rumors — that is, on 
information that is not confirmed, but that is still suggestive. For 
example, Łuszczyna conducts an interview with a “renowned 
Polish sexologist” (unnamed in the book), who authoritatively 
states that Julia Brystiger (universally referred to as “Bloody 
Luna”), who purportedly was the owner of an ominous drawer 
that she allegedly used to slam on the genitals of young Home 
Army soldiers, was driven by a “desire for vengeance”: 

Imagine a sensitive, educated, intelligent, pathologically 
ambitious woman, who’s climbing up the career ladder 
at any cost, in awful times, through the beds of hideous 
schmucks, who most certainly did not smell of the 
men’s equivalent of Fragonard [which was purportedly 
Brystiger’s favorite scent — A.M.]. If you had been a 
TFW for a number of years, would you have any warm 
feelings left toward men? [...] She’d clench her teeth and 
ignore the opinions about her. Yet she was harboring a 
sensation of harm and disgust toward herself, she was 
not able to shut down those emotions. [...] She got lost, 
directing all the hatred she felt toward herself and her 
career fornicators against young, handsome guys whose 
love she had never known. — So, tearing off testicles of 
young WiN soldiers7 was revenge for Berman and Minc? 
— And for men generally, because it was them as the 
species who were guilty of the fact that her career was 
not as she had wished it to be, and at a price which she 
never accepted deep in her heart.8 

The misogynistic, pathologizing language of 
this conversation reveals not only the great 
depths of the male fear of female sexuality — 
of its imaginary power to castrate men — but 
also a strong contempt for all expressions 
of emancipation, the crowning of which is 
the political power of women. Both fear and 
contempt find their manifestations in a refusal to 
acknowledge the political autonomy and agency 
of communist women and in the determination 
to push them into the sphere of female biology, instincts, and 
drives. Thus, Wasilewska (called “Stalin’s favorite”),9 Małgorzata 
Fornalska (called “Bierut’s woman”),10 and Brystiger and 
Wolińska (referred to as “transient field wives”)11 are ultimately 
characterized as being torn by their passions and using their 
sexuality to secure their positions, while continuously moving 
within the orbit of male influence. These women are brought 
down to the role of “private women”: rather than being depicted 
as “women with power”, they are shown as “women of power” 
— that is, as the daughters, wives, sisters, and lovers of influential 
men.

Through these “demonic women”, who are after all easily 
pacified and tamed by being pushed into traditional roles, 
communism alternatingly reveals its monstrous, criminal 

“THIS 
NARRATIVE 

TEACHES US 
THAT ‘WOMEN 

OF POWER’ 
ALWAYS MEET 

A SAD END.”
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Stefan Wyszyński (1901–1981) 
Polish Roman Catholic priest, 

and Primate of Poland from 

1948–1981. Wyszyński was the 

initiator of the 1950 agreement 

with the communist authorities, 

which made him fall into disfavor with Pope Pius XII. 

In 1957, he supported Władysław Gomułka, the first 

secretary of the PUWP's Central Committee (CC). 

Between 1957 and 1966, Wyszyński organized the 

millennial celebrations of the Baptism of Poland. 

Mediator between the Polish People’s Republic and 

the leaders of the Solidaritymovement in 1980–1981.

Jakub Berman (1901–1984)
Communist activist, and politi-

cian. From 1944 to 1956, he was 

a member of the Political Bureau 

of the PWP/PUWP, a member 

of the Presidium of the Council 

of Ministers (1952–1954), and the deputy prime 

minister (1954–1956). Berman was responsible for 

overseeing education and culture, and was also the 

Minister of Public Security. Called “the grey emi-

nence,” during the “thaw” (1954–1957), Berman was 

accused of orchestrating political repressions and 

was removed from the party. He was rumored to 

have been one of Julia Brystiger’s numerous lovers. 

Hilary Minc (1905–1974)
Communist activist, economist, 

and politician. Before the war, 

Minc was a member of the Polish 

Young Communist League and 

of the CPP. After the war, he was 

the Minister of Industry and Trade (1944–1949) and 

the deputy prime minister (1949–1957). Minc was a 

supporter of economic centralism. He was removed 

from the party in 1959. Minc was also rumored to 

have been one of Julia Brystiger’s lovers.

Małgorzata Fornalska (1902–1944) 
Polish communist activist and pol-

itician. Before the war, Fornalska 

was a member of the Communist 

Party of Poland. She spent many 

years in prison for illegal commu-

nist activities. In 1942, she was one of the found-

ers of the Polish Workers’ Party. In 1943, she was 

arrested by the Gestapo in Warsaw and jailed in 

the Pawiak prison. She was shot in July 1944. In her 

private life, Fornalska was the partner of Bolesław 

Bierut (1892–1956), who was the first secretary of 

the CC PUWP (1948–1956), the president of Poland 

(1944–1952), and the prime minister (1952–1954).
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