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n the decades following 1945 in Poland, women’s history 
of WWII constituted itself as field of study predominantly 
in response to the absence of women and gender from the 
historiography and the collective memory of the period. 

Both women’s historians and female combatants engaging in 
history writing critically acknowledged the invisibility of women 
in mainstream narratives about the war, and they sought in their 
works to make women visible as participants in armed resis-
tance. In contemporary Poland, however, this state of affairs in 
the field of WWII history and memory, as well as the rationale 
for feminist historical interventions, have changed significantly. 
The second decade of the 2000s marks an important turning 
point for the visibility of women in the popular history and col-
lective memory of WWII, and it is characterized by an outbreak 
of popular interest in women’s participation in the war. In recent 
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years, numerous books dedicated to women’s participation in 
WWII have been published, along with documentaries, press ar-
ticles, museum exhibitions, musical projects, social media initia-
tives, reenactment groups, and even t-shirts. In 2001 the Polish 
freedom fighter Elżbieta Zawacka observed critically that in the 
contemporary collective consciousness the Polish WWII soldier 
of any armed organization is a man,1 but in 2014 the 70th anniver-
sary of the Warsaw Uprising seemed to be all about women, with 
several books on the topic published and wide media coverage 
of the issue of women’s participation. 

Yet, while these various herstory initiatives certainly made 
women visible as actors and questioned the false universality 
of wartime experience, they often also uncritically naturalized 
femininity and masculinity, reproduced traditionalist ideas 
about women’s place in WWII and its history, and used women’s 
history as a didactic resource to promote a gendered and milita-
rized concept of citizenship and nationhood. In fact, the major 
challenge that stands before feminist historians and herstory 
practitioners in today’s Poland no longer seems to be the ab-
sence of women from historical narratives, but rather the main-
streaming of women into history in an illiberal, anti-modernist 
framework that fetishizes gender difference and reduces history 
writing to a tool for producing nationhood. The popularity of 
this nationalist herstory is of course part of a broader political 
shift that is currently ongoing in Central Europe. In this shift, a 
particular construction of WWII memory has become one of the 
discursive tools for the creation of an alternative illiberal mode 
of governance and community built on the rejection of liberal-
ism and modernism and centered on the notions of nation, fam-
ily, and tradition.2

My own work3 on the Warsaw Uprising4 of 1944 has been 
entangled in this broader shift. In the years 2009—2013, I was 
conducting an oral history project devoted to the gender poli-
tics of armed resistance in Warsaw. When I began my research, 
the myth of the Warsaw Uprising had been gaining ground, 
symbolically elevated and politically instrumentalized5 by the 
Right since 2004 as the origin story 
of the post-1989 national collective. 
The myth, however, has long been 
a largely masculine one, as women 
and gender did not sufficiently 
figure in this story. Yet, when my 
book was published in late 2013, 
it entered a completely different 
political and public context from 
the one I had originally intended it 
for. It was no longer primarily with 
women’s invisibility and the “white 
spots” of collective memory that the 
book needed to enter into dialogue. Rather, it was the national-
ist herstory “boom” that it had to engage with, along with the 
instrumentalization of history in the service of right-wing illib-
eralism and the intensified attacks from conservative historians 
and far-right groups against “gender” in academia and beyond,6 
which also unfolded around the same time.

Building upon the arguments and analyses presented in my 
previous work7 on the visibility and position of women in pro-
fessional and popular historiography of the Warsaw Uprising, 
this paper discusses the current “herstorical turn” against the 
background of the state of mainstream professional and popular 
historiography, occasionally referring to history teaching and 
public memory about WWII as well. It describes the three “ideal 
types” of WWII professional and popular history writing with 
regard to the position of: the false universalism of a large part 
of professional historiography, the compensatory character of 
women’s history that aimed to merely add women to the picture 
without reframing the picture itself, and the recent “herstori-
cal turn” characterized by a growing interest in women and the 
distinctiveness of their experiences. Focusing on one dominant 
strand of this “herstorical turn” — nationalist herstory — the arti-
cle also situates itself in the broader context of the illiberal politi-
cal transformation that is currently ongoing in Poland. It reflects 
on the ways in which women’s history has become one of the 
platforms for the production of a new anti-modernist common-
sense that rejects liberal democratic values, as well as a tool for 
the re-militarization and re-gendering of citizenship.

False universalism of the history  
of the Warsaw Uprising
To understand the recent “herstorical turn”, one must first situ-
ate it against the background of professional historiography on 
the Warsaw Uprising. As I have argued,8 this has up until very 
recently been written predominantly in the disciplinary frame-
work of political and in military historiography, which centers 
its attention on what happened in the offices of politicians and 
diplomats, military headquarters, and on battlefields, limiting 
the scope of studied phenomena to the experiences of a narrow 
and predominantly male group of participants. As the German 
historians Angelika Epple and Angelika Schaser have observed, 
the political-military paradigm in historiography leads not only 
to the writing of the history of a particular male group in society 

consisting of political and military 
elites and worthy soldiers, but 
also to the universalization of their 
experiences as the history of the 
whole collective: “Under the guise 
of studying high politics, interna-
tional affairs, anonymous struc-
tures and social developments, 
general history is quite often cen-
tered on the history of a specific 
male group in society — certainly 
without analyzing the masculinity 
of its members.”9 The invisibility 

of women can therefore be understood as a side effect of apply-
ing a narrow framework of political and military historiography, 
which focuses its attention on the center of power — high mili-
tary and political ranks — a sphere where women have usually 
been underrepresented.

The description provided by Epple and Schaser faithfully 
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renders the character of the most renowned and widely read 
monographs on the Warsaw Uprising, e.g. those of Jerzy Kirch-
mayer,10 Jan Ciechanowski,11 and Norman Davies.12 Because their 
aim was to present the political and military course of the upris-
ing and the decisions that led to it, these authors largely omitted 
women from the narrative about the past, limiting the story to 
one “written primarily by men, for men, and about men”, in 
which “women are, by design, supporting actors whose roles 
reflect masculinist notions of femininity and of women’s proper 
’place’”.13 If women appear in these works, they usually do so as 
witnesses accounting for the events, often lacking biographical 
information, and not as active agents.14 This political-military 
paradigm also prevails in school curricula — out of the thirteen 
history textbooks published after 1989 that I analyzed,15 none fea-
tured a name or image of a female member of the underground, 
and only one included a simple mention that women also took 
part in the uprising. 

Likewise, the aforementioned paradigm has also shaped the 
official commemorative politics of the Polish Parliament.16 Out of 
the 188 commemorative acts issued between 1989 and 2015 that 
commemorated people, organizations, and events connected to 
the war and the military, only one celebrated a woman — Irena 
Sendlerowa, who rescued Jewish children. An additional five 
acts mentioned women in passing while commemorating other 
events or organizations, albeit always as an anonymous collec-
tive — as “women” or “daughters of the Fatherland”. Non-mili-
taristic acts were not much better in this respect. Out of the rest 
of the total of 419 commemorative acts we analyzed, two memo-
rialized female figures (the actress Helena Modrzejewska and 
the scientist Maria Curie-Skłodowska), and two more celebrated 
occasions associated with women as a collective (International 
Women’s Day and Women’s Suffrage).

While a simple lack of female figures in the narrative is an 
obvious example of women’s invisibility in mainstream his-

torical publications in favor of accentuating the patriotic dimen-
sion of women’s military participation. The Warsaw Uprising 
Museum is another good example of this false universalism of 
national experience and its consequence — the invisibility in the 
exposition of issues such as women’s gendered participation or 
Women’s Military Service as a specific organizational structure 
and a lack of focus on the gendered experiences of insurgents 
and civilians. In fact, when I approached the Warsaw Uprising 
Museum in 2010 to access data about the percentage of women 
among the insurgents, I was informed that this largest of archi-
val institutions did not possess such data due to the fact that 
its database simply did not include the variable “gender”. This 
proved no obstacle for the helpful employees, but it revealed a 
lot about the character of public remembrance and history writ-
ing of the event before the “herstorical turn”. The primacy of 
national frames of reference rests on the assumption that men 
and women shared similar experiences because belonging to the 
same nation and undergoing the same national oppression was 
of much greater significance than any gender differences. This 
underscoring of the unity of national experience, ostensibly un-
differentiated by gender or other social parameters, leads to the 
exclusion of issues that do not fit easily into such a narrative. 

Filling in the blanks: 
women’s history as an appendix
The first group that was very vocal in its criticism of the invis-
ibility of women and their military (and paramilitary) structures 
in historical works about WWII was female veterans themselves. 
In 1951, Major Wanda “Lena” Gertz complained in a letter to 
her subordinates that the Polish Historical Institute in London 
not only omitted women in its book on the Home Army, but 
also refused to financially support efforts by the women’s edito-
rial committee to publish a supplement dedicated to women’s 
participation.20 Two decades later, Lieutenant-Colonel Grażyna 
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fact, emancipatory aspects of Women’s 
military service19 are ignored by most his-
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Lipińska analyzed three thousand publications on WWII and 
gave a speech in which she voiced concern that in the historical 
literature women usually lacked essential biographical infor-
mation and often even surnames.21 In 2001, Brigadier General 
Elżbieta Zawacka summarized women’s visibility in historical 
research on WWII on a similar note: “These issues are not re-
flected in research plans of academic institutions. It is very hard 
to find them in the abundant publications about the Polish un-
derground during WWII. The existing literature is very limited in 
providing systematic knowledge about women’s wartime partici-
pation, its geographical and quantitative scope, and the types of 
service women were able to participate in.”22

This disappointment with the omission of women from his-
torical research pushed female combatants to launch various 
initiatives aimed at documenting and disseminating knowledge 
about their participation in WWII, among them publishing joint 
volumes, organizing conferences, setting up historical archives, 
and erecting monuments. The official politics of history in a 
given period has of course shaped the general conditions for 
research on women in the uprising. For example, while research 
on the Home Army was impossible under Stalinism,23 the thaw 
of October 1956 brought about a new myth of “the unity of resis-
tance” that permitted new research and publications on WWII.24 
After the thaw in the 1960s, Brigadier General Maria Wittek be-
gan the archiving of documents connected to women’s military 
service that led in 1970 to the official founding of the Commis-
sion for Women’s History in the Struggle for Independence in 
1970. About the same time, materials about women’s wartime 
participation were also being gathered by Elżbieta Zawacka. The 
first academic publications dedicated to Polish women’s WWII 
participation started coming out in the 1970s and early 1980s, 
and although their focus was predominantly on members of the 
Peasant Battalions and the Polish People’s Army,25 and although 
they sometimes constructed women’s participation in the frame-
work of “the fight for the Poland of the working people”,26 sev-
eral also concentrated on the wartime participation of women 

who belonged to the Home Army and Polish Armed Forces in 
the West.27 As the Polish sociologist Barbara Szacka has argued, 
along with the revival of romantic national liberation motifs and 
the growing significance of samizdat publications, the 1980s 
saw the popularization of the image of the Warsaw Uprising as 
a symbol of a heroic fight for freedom.28 Following that shift, 
numerous memoirs of female insurgents were published, as well 
as historical works dedicated to women in the Warsaw Upris-
ing and the Home Army, along with other formations.29 In turn, 
Szacka observes, the breakthrough of 1989 initiated the period of 
“recovered memory”30 — the opening of the archives in Central 
Europe was accompanied by efforts to write the “truer” history 
of WWII, countering the narratives from the communist period. 
31 On the wave of this revisionist turn, the Warsaw Uprising has 
gradually become elevated to the status of the founding myth 
of the post-1989 national collective. The sources of the symbolic 
potency and wide relevance of the event for the public cannot be 
reduced to a single political campaign, no matter how successful 
such a campaign may have been. However, with the erection of 
the Warsaw Uprising Museum on the initiative of the leader of 
the Law and Justice Party, Lech Kaczyński, it also became clear 
that the Right saw the event as a key building block of its counter-
hegemonic narrative.32

While broader political shifts have provided an important 
context for historical research and commemorative initiatives 
dedicated to the uprising and to WWII in general, I would argue 
that traditional historical watersheds such as 1989 have not 
affected history writing as far as the visibility and position of 
women and gender in these works is concerned. The majority of 
publications on female insurgents published after 1989 were still 
personal recollections and joint volumes authored by female vet-
erans, and the historiographical articles and books33 dedicated 
to women that came out after 1989 did not introduce new theo-
retical or methodological frameworks. In fact, women’s history 
works published before and after 1989 have more similarities 
than differences. What is more, this observation is true of the 
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works written by conventional historians and of the writings of 
scholars associated with women’s history. As the Polish historian 
Natalia Jarska observes, the tendency in historical publications 
on women during the occupation in WWII is that they “do not 
go beyond factographic description and heroic narrative, not 
asking the question of gender. The narrative on this topic is often 
essentialist and stereotypical.”34

One common feature of these works has been their meth-
odological nationalism, 35 which is the tendency to analyze 
women’s wartime participation solely in the national framework 
and to ignore critical socio-historical categories that could un-
dermine the explicit primacy of the nation such as the concept 
of “gender” or “militarism”. Another common characteristic has 
been what the Polish historian Dobrochna Kałwa called “meth-
odological orthodoxy” : the concentration on establishing “his-
torical facts” — dates, names, and numbers — rather than under-
standing the sociopolitical processes that have shaped women’s 
wartime situation, as well as adhesion to methodological rules 
of classical historiography and hostility to new methodologies 
and theoretical approaches such as those springing from gender 
studies.36 Last but not least, what these works also share is that 
they treat “women” as a stable and essentialist category instead 
of reflecting on how such a category was created and mobilized 
in a given moment by various political actors.37 All of these char-
acteristics contributed to the ghettoization of women’s history in 
WWII and the fact that their history has not been integrated with 
the broader history of the war and has resided on its margins, 
thus holding the status of a “femi-
nine appendix” to the otherwise 
uncontested history of WWII 
rather than knowledge that could 
transform the way the war is 
conceptualized and narrated. Up 
until today, the Warsaw Uprising 
has not been the object of much 
feminist analysis apart from my 
own work. While the situation is 
less bleak in the case of feminist 
literature dealing with other as-
pects of WWII in Poland, many 
of these important works38 have 
been written by authors working 
outside of Polish academia and have not been translated into 
Polish. As argued by Natalia Jarska, the body of Polish historio-
graphical works that survey the war from a gender perspective is 
still in the process of being made.39

Feminist activists and popular writers, however, have been an 
important part of the post-2010 “herstorical turn” that can be de-
fined as a sudden increase in interest in women in the history of 
WWII, accompanied by the departure from viewing the past in a 
universalist framework in favor of acknowledging the gendered 
diversification of historical experiences and their unequal repre-
sentation in history writing. In 2008, the feminist writer Sylwia 
Chutnik raised the topic of female civilian experience during the 
uprising in the book Kieszonkowy atlas kobiet [Pocket female at-

las], followed by a Warsaw city guide dedicated to women’s his-
tory that also featured herstories from the Warsaw Uprising. In 
2010, numerous screenings across the country of the documen-
tary Uprising in a Floral Blouse,40 produced by the feminist NGO 
Feminoteka, popularized the topic of women in the Warsaw Up-
rising. Since its premiere, the 20-minute feature has been shown 
at almost 30 events, been the topic of various press articles and 
even university courses, and been watched almost 9,000 times on 
YouTube and Vimeo. In 2012, the feminist and Vice-Marshal of the 
Sejm Wanda Nowicka organized a conference in the parliament 
dedicated to women in the uprising. While it is too early to make 
an informed judgment about the influence of the feminist strand 
of the “herstorical turn” on professional historiography, recent 
publications41 suggest that it could potentially play a positive role 
in influencing professional historians to study this topic in novel 
ways. 

The anti-modernist memory boom  
and the securitization of memory
The growing emphasis on women as wartime actors that began 
in popular historiography and public memory in the second 
decade of the 21st century did not emerge out of the blue; on the 
contrary, it was preceded by a broader anti-modernist WWII 
memory boom orchestrated in large part by right-wing politi-
cal actors, as well as attempts to securite a particular version of 
collective memory. As James Mark argued, due to the absence 
of judicial reckoning with communist political elites, and to 

the brutal social costs of the 
neoliberal transition, 1989 was 
not broadly accepted as a heroic 
political myth; instead, the inse-
curity produced by the post-1989 
era has been narrated by the 
Right in the region as the “unfin-
ished revolution”.42 Moreover, 
in the absence of convincing left-
wing political alternatives, the 
insecurities and disenchantment 
produced by the period have 
been channeled into identity con-
flicts,43 and memory wars have 
been their key example. Memory 

scholars agree that in Poland the beginning of the era of what 
has been dubbed the “new politics of history”44 — the growing 
emphasis on the promotion of nationalist and neoconservative 
narratives about the past by the state and right-wing political 
actors — was symbolically marked by the erection of the Warsaw 
Uprising Museum in 2004. Our research on the commemorative 
politics of the Polish Parliament in the years 1989—2015 confirms 
this claim.45 As we observed, while an increase in the number of 
commemorative acts was visible even before 2005, the “memory 
boom” — the largest increase both in absolute and relative 
terms — occurred during the first Law and Justice government of 
2005—2007. The subsequent governments led by the conserva-
tive liberal Civic Platform continued to pass commemorative acts 
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at a similar rate. This post-2004 era of the politics of history has 
witnessed an intensification of revisionist discussions on recent 
history — especially WWII and state socialism — together with 
the emergence of two potent military myths, that of the Warsaw 
Uprising of 1944 and that of the Cursed Soldiers,46 who led the 
anti-communist resistance in the post-war period. Interestingly 
enough, while at the turn of the century Law and Justice worked 
to revive the memory of the Home Army and the Warsaw Upris-
ing, the party later largely abandoned these issues and turned to 
celebrating the Cursed Soldiers instead. This is arguably because 
the myth of the Cursed Soldiers worked better with the main 
principles of the broader illiberal counter-revolution that Law 
and Justice began orchestrating. This counter-revolution claims 
that previous historical watersheds such as 1945 and 1989 should 
not be regarded as such because they brought the continuation 
of occupation and oppression rather than genuine change.47 
Cursed Soldiers fit better with to this narrative because some of 
them stayed undercover in the forests after 1945 and did not ac-
cept the new post-war order. 

An underlying feature of this memory boom has been right-
wing anti-modernism. Stories about the glorious past produced 
by the Right are therefore implicated in broader narratives of 
cultural and national decline as a result of the communist experi-
ment and subsequent Europeanization. As the religious studies 
scholar Arthur Versluis argued in defining anti-modernism, “[i]
f the essence of ‘modernism’ is progress, a belief that techno-
logical development means socio-economic improvement, the 
heart of antimodernism is a realization that ‘progress’ has an 
underbelly — that technological industrial development has de-
structive consequences in three primary and intertwined areas: 
nature, culture, and religion”.48 
With the illiberal turn in Central 
Europe, these anti-modernist 
narratives have once again resur-
faced, providing community and 
meaning to those faced with the 
dire consequences of contempo-
rary risk societies. The rewriting 
of the past thus became the plat-
form for the forging of an alter-
native to what has been seen as 
destructive and corrupt modern 
progress represented by Europe-
anization and globalized capitalism. Across Central Europe, illib-
eral right-wing actors emerged who refer to the modern world as 
the “civilization of death” and who promise an alternative to the 
modern liberal democratic model. This alternative emphasizes 
the cultural and socio-economic stability of family and of reli-
gious and national communities, and it offers a militarized con-
cept of security. Yet, as the political scientist Timothy W. Luke ar-
gues, one should not culturalize politico-economic processes by 
obscuring the structural regimes that produce modernism with 
vague terms and binary oppositions such as “progress versus 
tradition” or “technology versus humanity”.49 Modernity — Luke 
observes — has a lot to do with the “creative destruction of capi-

talism”, including the commodification of social relations, the 
hegemony of market rationality, and global capitalism.50 What 
follows is that while the opposition to modernity’s battleground 
might predominantly be the culture of modern society repre-
sented by liberal and progressive values, it is in fact often fueled 
by deeper structural issues such as socio-economic insecurity or 
the political disempowerment of some parts of the population. 

As indicated by Polish parliamentary discussions, through 
increased attempts at passing commemorative acts politicians in 
Poland have sought to discursively secure historical narratives of 
heroism and victimhood and a certain vision of present-day na-
tionhood and citizenship. Similarly, the Estonian scholar Maria 
Mälksoo observed that after EU enlargement, Central and East-
ern European actors in general attempted to protect and insti-
tutionalize particular narratives about WWII and communism, 
on both the national and transnational level.51 This securing of 
a certain flow of memory, she argued, could be seen as a way 
to provide ontological security to a state or society undergoing 
rapid transition or other threats to its unity and identity. At the 
same time, however, the illusion of ontological security comes 
at serious costs. One is the securitization of memory, that is, 
the removal of public remembrance from the realm of normal 
political debate and the framing of alternative memory cultures 
as a security threat. Another is the militarization of memory — 
the use of historical narratives to promote militaristic values, 
practices, and notions of citizenship. As Mälksoo observes, “The 
social framing of issues of historical remembrance as ontological 
security problems and the related lax use of military metaphors 
[…] condition and legitimate the rhetoric and the means of 
security for handling them, thereby enhancing the potential of 

militarizing a state’s historical 
self-understanding and culture 
as a whole.”52

As our research on com-
memorative acts of the Polish 
Parliament revealed,53 militarism 
in general and WWII in par-
ticular have been an important 
strand of official remembrance 
culture in Poland ever since the 
beginning of the socio-economic 
transformation. Acts that com-
memorated people, events, and 

organizations connected to the war effort constituted over 45% 
of all acts issued between 1989 and 2015.54 This tendency to con-
struct collective identity primarily in relation to war by securing 
a certain type of historical narrative has been further strength-
ened by the WWII “memory boom” that began in 2004. In the 
years 2005—2007, the number of acts commemorating military 
issues grew by 100% compared to those issued under the previ-
ous government. Yet political actors did not stop at the discur-
sive securitization of memory, but turned to legal measures as 
well. In 2016 and 2017, several activists faced charges for using 
the altered symbol of the WWII Polish underground — Fighting 
Poland — in the context of women’s rights demonstrations.55 In 
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one instance, the charges were pressed by an NGO dedicated to 
the Cursed Soldiers, in other cases the notification of a suspicion 
of criminal offence was filed by right-wing activists. The symbol 
of Fighting Poland has been legally protected since 2014 when 
the then-governing Civic Platform passed a bill to that effect, 
but attempts to legally ban activists from using it to promote 
struggles for an open society and human rights have begun only 
under the illiberal right-wing Law and Justice government. 

Nationalist herstory
While the outbreak of women’s history projects based predomi-
nantly on oral history sources in the context of the Warsaw Up-
rising is a recent occurrence, nationalist herstory as such is not a 
new phenomenon in Poland. The Polish historian Alicja Kusiak-
Brownstein observed a similar proliferation of fighting women’s 
autobiographies in the years of the formation of an independent 
Polish state after 1918. While these were written by the women 
themselves, the schematic character of these writings, including 
their entanglement with politically endorsed notions of patriotic 
femininity, and the careful selection of those that got published, 
led Kusiak-Brownstein to argue that in all these texts women 
“function as national metaphors of women’s loyalty to their 
fathers, husbands, brothers, as well as the social and political 
institutions they represented.”56 Given the importance of WWII 
memory in the broader anti-modernist political project and the 
fact that women function in nationalist politics as metaphors of 
the collective and as the bearers of its values,57 it is not surpris-
ing that women’s history once again has become the key battle-
ground for the definition of the contemporary collective.

As mentioned above, few feminist activists, writers, and aca-
demics have critically engaged in this ongoing discussion about 
wartime women, and it has been the newly established conser-
vative memory institutions, right-wing authors, and reenact-
ment groups that that have played a leading role in revising his-
tory with a focus on women, researching and commemorating 
women as national heroines and martyrs and promoting war-
time women as symbols of national struggle. Unlike feminist in-
terventions that generally sought to open up a space for different 
experiences and memory cultures and to go beyond the national 
framework of analysis by introducing categories such as gender 
or militarism, works from the nationalist herstory strand are 
mostly written in the neo-traditional and anti-modernist frame-
work. After the topic of women in the uprising first gained wider 
public relevance, the Museum instantly initiated several under-
takings of its own. Patrycja Bukalska captured this new-found 
interest in women on the part of the Museum in the foreword to 
her book where she recalled: “In the summer of 2010 I received 
a call from the Deputy Director of the Warsaw Uprising Museum 
[…] He asked me if I had thought about a book on women in the 
Warsaw Uprising. From this conversation my work on August 
Girls ‘44 started.”58 Also in 2010, the Warsaw Rising Museum 
announced a comic book contest about female participants, fol-
lowed by a broad commemorative project dedicated to women 
entitled Morowe Panny [Brave Girls] in 2012. As part of this “her-
storical turn”, numerous popular history books on female insur-

gents were published.59 Several exhibitions60 and campaigns61 
were launched, along with social media profiles62 and music 
projects.63 The outbreak of interest in the female insurgents of 
the Warsaw Uprising was swiftly followed by a similar offensive 
of projects dedicated to the female members of the post-war 
armed anti-communist resistance dubbed the Cursed Soldiers. 
In 2017, Polish public TV, which since 2016 has been used as a 
tool for broadcasting the party agenda, will air the first TV series 
dedicated to female members of the wartime underground. 

One common characteristic of these works has been their 
neo-traditional frame, that is, the focus on the story of women 
predominantly as brave and patriotic role models. While the 
authors of these books64 aim to recover the history of women, 
they are, in fact, only interested in a particular group of women 
— those whose lives can be presented in the framework of hero-
ism and martyrdom. This rationale was directly laid out on the 
Facebook fan page “Poles Serving the Fatherland that com-
memorates female fighters of WWII: “Polish women are not only 
wonderful mothers and wives, they are also dedicated patriots, 
actively serving the Fatherland. Every Polish woman who con-
tributes to national defense […] deserves respect.”65 Similarly, 
the author of Girls from the Uprising, Anna Herbich, explained in 
an interview the principles of the selection of female figures for 
her book: “If women played hardball, they would not be heroes 
to me. A woman who killed, stole, sold her body, who wanted 
to survive no matter what, would not be my hero.”66 This focus 
on the herstory of heroines and martyrs points to the overriding 
function of this type of historical writing, namely, the produc-
tion and legitimization of a specific version of nationhood. The 
goal of these works is not so much to uncover women’s experi-
ences for the sake of learning more about the politics of the 
event in question. Rather, women’s stories are carefully selected 
and used to secure a certain narrative about the past. As another 
author, Barbara Wachowicz put it: “Memory is important. We 
cannot forget our history. It’s a guarantee of tradition and Pol-
ishness.”67 Here women’s history becomes just another way of 
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telling the same romantic narrative of what the Polish feminist 
Sławomira Walczewska has called the story of “knights and la-
dies”68 — a narrative about the brave community of men protect-
ing “women and children”69 and their loyal female companions 
who sometimes fought by their side. 

The nation-building function of this type of herstory writing is 
of course reliant on the production of a particular gender order 
because the life stories of women in WWII set a scope of propa-
gated gendered attitudes and values for contemporary women. 
These propagated models draw on two politicized notions of 
patriotic femininity established in the Polish national canon 
over the course of the 19th and 20th centuries — the Matka Polka 
and the female soldier.70 In current memory politics, these two 
patriotic feminine ideals are often discursively juxtaposed with 
the “Other” of the Polish national consciousness, namely Soviet 
women whose ostensible lack of femininity personifies the bar-
barism of the USSR71 and female communists who are portrayed 
as demonic and lecherous criminals. 72 Therefore, as Alicja 
Kusiak-Brownstein noted in regard to women’s life stories which 
served the goal of nation-building should not be read as multidi-
mensional testimonies of women’s experiences, but rather as a 
record of politically accepted notions of patriotic femininity.73 Of 
course, such a nation-oriented framing of women’s past results 
in numerous taboos and the erasure of those elements of their 
life stories that challenge or outright undermine the national 
narrative. Therefore, in national herstory works one will not 
read about women who did not want to fight or to sacrifice their 
children “on the altar of the Fatherland”, about acts of oppres-
sion or violence performed by Polish soldiers, or about women’s 
fight against the prevailing gender order. 

While the neo-traditional narrative remains the dominant 

way of telling the history of women during 
the Warsaw Uprising, nationalist herstory 
sometimes also relies on what can be de-
scribed as the Alltagsgeschichte frame. 
Within this frame, women’s wartime lives 
are narrated through the prism of the 
spheres of life that are marked as “private” 
and “feminine” — motherhood, fashion, 
beauty, and relationships — and as such have 
not been the focus of conventional political-
military historiography. A good example is 
the book Girls from the Uprising whose cover 
blurb reads: “Sławka regrets to this day that 
she did not kiss a young insurgent who was 
in love with her. Halina gave birth to a son 
right before the uprising and saved his life in 
a miraculous way, and Zosia broke the rules 
of the conspiracy and revealed her name 
to her beloved. The author lets us see the 
uprising from an entirely new perspective: 
through women’s eyes.”74 In some respect, 
the Alltagsgeschichte frame can be viewed 
as a promising alternative to both the pomp-
ousness of national martyrology and the 

From the film Uprising in a Floral Blouse (2009). The text reads: “Washing yourself wasn’t so 

important, it was more important to not get shot by the Germans”, “When they’re shooting 

it's better to be dirty than to be clean and die”.

abstractness of general historiography because it takes everyday 
experiences of ordinary women as its starting point. This con-
centration on the microhistory of everyday lives, emotions, and 
relationships could indeed have the potential to transform the 
dominant historiography of the uprising that predominantly 
serves the function of producing a narrowly defined national 
identity. With this transformative intention in mind, the produc-
ers of the feminist film Uprising in a Floral Blouse proclaimed 
on their website: “Monuments are many, and we do not intend 
to build another one. We want to know how our grandmothers 
lived when they were our age.”75 Yet, while the move away from 
the nation-building orientation is promising, equating women’s 
history with the private history of everyday life, and understand-
ing a “women’s perspective” as restricted to the experiences of 
motherhood, romance, and beauty, raises serious doubts. Espe-
cially if it is not followed by a similar interest in men’s everyday 
practices. For instance, the all-female group DiSK, named after 
a WWII women’s diversion and sabotage unit, concentrates 
mostly on reconstructing the customs, clothing, and make-up of 
female conspirators, and not the primary activities of DiSK such 
as military training and sabotage operations.76 The same ratio-
nale motivated the contest organized by the fashion blogger por-
tal szafiarenka.pl in cooperation with the author of Girls from the 
Uprising, Anna Herbich, who explained the contest’s rationale 
in the following way: “Thousands of young women took part in 
this battle, who even in the most dramatic circumstances did 
their best to look good […] If [young girls] want to commemorate 
them this way, I don’t see anything wrong with that.”77 

However, while nationalist herstory dedicates a lot of space to 
women and their experiences, gender differences are unreflex-
ively accentuated, not problematized. No questions are asked 
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about the cultural and political forces that shaped the notion 
of femininity and masculinity in a given context, and when the 
invisibility of women in history is acknowledged, no attention 
is paid to the very processes that have contributed to omitting 
women. One example of this fetishization of gender difference 
can be found in the foreword to August Girls, 44, where the au-
thor writes: “Their stories about the uprising are also different 
from the ones we are used to. There’s little about operations and 
shooting, numbers, data, location of troops. There are more feel-
ings, smells, colors, recollections of rain and a first cigarette.”78 
Yet, while underscoring the specificity of women’s stories, 
nationalist herstory leaves readers with a mere ascertainment 
that men and women are fundamentally different and thus have 
different wartime experiences. The gender order is perceived as 
historical and eternal and, therefore, unworthy of analysis. Yet 
the fetishization of gender differences can be fraught with the 
same dire consequences as ignoring such differences altogether. 
As Sara Horowitz alerts us, the concentration on essentialist 
difference “inadvertently reproduces the marginalization of 
women”79 by depoliticizing them and portraying them as belong-
ing primarily to the private or biological sphere.

Nationalist herstory has its merits and should not be under-
estimated. By presenting examples of women from the past as 
politically engaged actors, and popularizing herstory as a genre, 
it certainly provides a powerful alternative to male-dominated 
historical narratives. However, what all these right-wing revi-
sionist herstory projects have in common is their anti-modernist 
undertone — the fact that stories about wartime women are used 
as a metaphor for a utopian state of cultural normalcy — a past 
where women were still “proper” women and men were “real” 
men, and a projected future 
society that will be designed ac-
cording to anti-modernist values. 
In 21st-century Poland, women’s 
history has thus become one of 
the key battlegrounds for the (re)
definition of the contemporary 
national collective. A particular 
construction of the history of 
wartime women is played against 
current emancipatory tenden-
cies in Polish society and is used 
to counter the feminist move-
ment and the changes in gender 
roles that it advocates. While providing a powerful alternative 
to the values, gender roles, and modes of citizenship promoted 
by the liberal democratic project, this nationalist herstory also 
has the effect of re-militarizing the notion of citizenship through 
the celebration of martyrs and heroes as role models. The pro-
ductiveness of securing a certain version of the past for present 
political goals was further revealed in 2016 by the ruling Law and 
Justice party's flagship project: the creation of a new branch of 
the armed forces called the Territorial Defense Forces, formed 
predominantly from local citizens and not professional soldiers. 
Not surprisingly, the Forces officially took over the military tra-

ditions of the Home Army, and the first three brigades bear the 
names of three Cursed Soldiers. While the forces are open to 
women, so far women constitute only 9 percent of the cadres.80 
Thus in the creation of the Territorial Defense Forces, right-
wing memory politics, a militarized form of citizenship, and an 
anti-modernist gender regime have been symbolically woven 
together.

Conclusions
The sheer number of recently published works dedicated to 
women who participated in important events of the past, as 
well as the total sales figures of these books, clearly shows that 
nationalist herstory has fallen on fertile ground in 21st century 
Poland.81 The re-emergence of nationalist herstory as a dominant 
way of mainstreaming women into history in 21st century Poland 
challenges both the rationale for, and the ways of doing, feminist 
history, making it increasingly harder for professional feminist 
historians and public historians alike to conduct and promote 
their research the way they used to. As right-wing circles cel-
ebrate female fighters and mothers of fighters, it is no longer 
credible to assert that feminist scholars are the only ones revisit-
ing history for the sake of women and working towards advanc-
ing women’s position in society and its culture of remembrance. 
As feminist scholarship in the region is being delegitimized and 
attacked by anti-modernists, it is increasingly harder to find 
institutional support and financial resources to conduct and 
disseminate academic research to counter the anti-modernist 
narrative. As discussions about women’s history are brought by 
right-wing actors out of academia and into the public sphere in 
the form of books, exhibitions, reenactments, and TV series, it 

is no longer enough for femi-
nists to restrict their activity to 
academia either. Moreover, as 
women’s history is turned by 
the Right into a platform for 
the promotion of a nationalist, 
anti-modernist model of soci-
ety, some activists argue that 
the topic of wartime women 
has been lost to the national-
ists and that feminists should 
abandon it altogether. Yet, as 
a politically instrumentalized 
history of WWII once again 

fires the imagination of the people, and is used by the Right as 
a building block of a new illiberal and militarized model of citi-
zenship,82 the danger of having a single story of war and a single 
story of female empowerment is all the more serious. Therefore, 
the critical and deconstructive potential of gender as a category 
of analysis is more important than ever because it can show how 
things that are considered natural, innate, and infinite are actu-
ally carefully constructed and mobilized.83 However, in the case 
of WWII the deconstruction of the militarized and nationalist 
master narrative is not enough. There is a need to complicate 
this politically-endorsed single narrative with more stories that 
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show different experiences, values, and goals. Here the role of 
feminist historians as discoverers and facilitators of alternative 
narratives is crucial. 

Moreover, instead of a simple rejection of nationalist herstory 
of wartime women, I believe we need to do better at understand-
ing the sources of the popularity of these narratives and the em-
powering aspects of anti-modernist projects in general. Despite 
its tendency to depoliticize and fetishize gender difference and 
subordinate women’s life stories to the nation-building goal, it 
would be a mistake to perceive nationalist herstory as purely 
regressive and oppressive for women. In fact, there is much to 
suggest that women can experience these narratives as benefi-
cial and empowering. Back in 2009—2010, when I interviewed 
female participants of the Warsaw Uprising, a few of them men-
tioned to me the role that stories of women who had actively 
engaged in national struggles — like the French Joan of Arc or 
the Polish Emilia Plater — played in their personal development, 
their understanding of female citizenship, and their decision to 
engage in resistance. I have since found similar tropes in several 
interviews with female members of contemporary Polish para-
military organizations who pointed out how they had enjoyed 
nationalist wartime herstory prior to joining the largely mascu-
linized paramilitary movement. Yet the empowering potential 
of nationalist herstory goes beyond inspiring some to challenge 
the dominant gender order. In fact, for some women it is not 
the gender transgression, but rather conforming to politically 
significant female roles such as that of combative/patriotic moth-
erhood that is considered symbolically elevating. The popularity 
of nationalist herstory could thus be seen as stemming from its 
entanglement with what Andrea Pető has described as an alter-
native, anti-modernist model of emancipation84 — one standing 
in opposition to the modernist tradition represented by cosmo-
politan feminism and (neo)liberal progress and accentuating the 
empowering aspects of family, nationalism, and religion. Much 
like in the Vatican-promoted idea of the complementarity of the 
sexes, in this anti-modernist vision women are seen as essential-
ly different from men in their ontology and social role, but equal 
in their dignity. The salience of this anti-modernist vision of 
emancipation grows out of the failures of the modernist model 
that entangled feminism with neoliberalism and tied women’s 
value to the labor market.85 For those who do not find the indi-
vidualistic, market-oriented model of emancipation appealing, 
the anti-modernist vision offered by a nationalist herstory accen-
tuating the importance of women’s patriotic involvement may 
be seen as a feasible and dignifying alternative. ≈
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