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omen comprised half of the membership

of Solidarity, the first free trade union in

Poland since before World War II. Under

communist rule, women appeared to be

partners with men in the Polish

workforce, just as they appeared to be
partners with men in the resistance to the
communist state throughout the 1980s. However, in
the workplace, they never really achieved parity
with men. And in the opposition, although women
contributed mightily to the creation of a Polish
democracy, they receive scant recognition or
reward for their efforts.

The activist women leaders whom Shana Penn
interviewed in the 1990s, who had helped keep the
resistance alive during martial law (1981-1984), did
not become part of the new Polish leadership after
1990. Much to the dismay of feminists inside and
outside of Poland, neither the Solidarity experience
nor the neoliberal democracy that took
communism’s place produced a vibrant feminist
movement. Perhaps even more surprisingly, neither
produced new opportunities for women in public
life. Shana Penn asks why. Why didn’t Solidarity
embrace more feminist values? Why weren’t the
women who kept Solidarity alive during the dark
years of martial rule recognized afterward? And
why didn’t these women themselves, who had
devoted their lives to resisting communist
authority, continue that resistance to patriarchal
authority, whether in the form of the Catholic
Church or in the overarching myths that sustain the
Polish nation?

Shana Penn'’s experience as a feminist interested
in Poland’s women struck a chord with me, since in
1979 I too encountered chuckles, if not outright
laughter, when Poles learned that I did research on
women. I returned in 1984 and 1986, and each time,
except for a smattering of scholars studying the
plight of women under communism, most people I
met thought it charmingly silly that anyone would
be seriously interested in women as political actors.
Men and women would tell me, as they told Shana
Penn, that it wasn’t yet time to consider the
problems of women—not when the problem of
freedom hadn’t yet been solved. Or they claimed
that women in Poland were already equal, and that
they hated it. And besides, that the feminist
obsession with gender equality was a peculiarly
American problem. The problem in Poland wasn't

that there weren’t enough women in Parliament or
in the top leadership; it wasn't that women had to
scrounge for tampons and contraceptives; it wasn’t
that women’s activism was recognized only on
International Women’s Day. Rather the problem
was that there were soldiers with submachine guns
on the corner, and long lines in front of stores that
had nothing to sell. Or, as women activists told
Penn, that women's so-called equality under Polish
communism had robbed men of their masculinity,
so now it was important for men to be returned to
their rightful place as leaders. “It appeared,”
reports Penn, “that women had gained power
while men had lost power. This distorted view was
sometimes turned against women to allege that
they benefited from communism while watching,
unsympathetically, as their men became
emasculated under a system that espoused
women'’s liberation rhetoric.”

The distortion Penn describes has its roots in
the iconic Matka Polka, or Polish Mother, first
portrayed by the nineteenth-century poet
Adam Mickiewicz. She is “the heroic mother who
raises her sons to martyr themselves for the
nation”—so special that any discussion of
inequality is out of place. This model for women
has its parallel in the romantic narrative of Polish
men as the knights who will save the nation in its
unceasing struggles for independence. Poland has
indeed been struggling for centuries for
independence and autonomy—invaded from the
West and the East and suffering ever-changing
borders and occupiers as rulers. Women were
expected to take over men’s fights when the men
were imprisoned or exiled and to relinquish their
places when the men returned. This, according to
Penn, is exactly what happened with Solidarity.
Penn says this Polish “benign patriarchy”
explains, at least in part, the absence of women from
the public life when the Polish nation feels secure.
“Benign patriarchy” also explains the courtly
behavior of Polish men—who kiss one’s hand
charmingly, yet are ultimately dismissive of
women—and the absence of any strong women's
movement in Poland. This explanation resonates
with my own experience, when in 1989 I taught the
first women'’s studies course at Warsaw University—
an obscure course in the Institute of History entitled
the History of Women in the US. In class we came
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Unidentified underground press operator. Warsaw,
mid-1980s.

back again and again to the roles Polish women
might have played in the numerous instances of
resistance in Poland’s tortured history. But other
than Marie Sklowdowska Curie, my Polish students
could not name one significant Polish woman in pre-
World War II history. They could name only one
active in Solidarity—Anna Walentynowicz, the crane
operator in the Gdansk shipyards who became the
emblem for the free trade union. When Penn
interviewed her, she expressed her bitterness at
being left behind by her Solidarity brothers. Her
plight as a leader who was quickly pushed aside was
replicated in the fates of the many other women
leaders who made the Solidarity resistance
successful. We have Shana Penn to thank for
bringing the contributions of these courageous
women to light.

Penn’s interviews are primarily with the group of
women responsible for producing and distributing
underground newspapers from the martial law
period until 1989. However, her book is more than
the stories of these editors who kept people’s hopes
alive during the dark years of the 1980s. Penn
explains aspects of Polish culture and politics that
have long puzzled observers. In Poland today,
women are thirteen percent of elected representatives
to the Senate, the upper legislative house, and barely
one-fifth of the lower house. In the last Parliament
under communist rule, women had even fewer seats
in the legislature. Since 2001, when democracy was
new and the government more moderate than the
current arch-conservative, arch-Catholic government,
women have lost nine seats in Parliament. They have
also lost most of their access to abortion, without
gaining any increased access to contraceptives.
Rather than contraception, the Polish Catholic
Church touts Single Mothers’ Homes (although there
are only ten for the whole country). Instead of



encouraging responsible choices for women, the
Church tells them: “Expecting a child? It is God’s
more than yours.” (“Women’s Eyes,” The Warsaw
Voice On-Line, May 29, 2003 www.warsawvoice.pl/
view /2413) Shana Penn points out that women have
lost in the economic realm as well: women's
unemployment accounts for most of Poland’s high
national unemployment rate—at eighteen percent,
the highest in the European Union. In 1999, they were
sixty percent of the unemployed. Given all this, plus
Poland'’s history of recurring resistance to imposed
authority, we might anticipate that women would
use their Solidarity and underground experiences to
build a women’s movement to address these new
burdens. Penn helps us understand why such a
movement hasn’t materialized.

days of the transition in Poland. Arriving in

Warsaw in summer 1990, she started looking
for the women the Western journalists covering the
decades-long resistance movement in Poland had
not seen—"Poland’s national secret.” And although
she found some of them, it turns out that looking for
them as women revealed the enormous distance
between Polish reality and American feminist
expectations about a progressive partnership
between dissident working-class men and women.
Many of the women at the heart of the underground
movement that kept the ideas of Solidarity alive in
the dark days did not identify themselves as women
who were working to save their nation. Rather they
identified as Poles, or as helpmates to the male
leaders. Still, whatever their identification, they
played central roles. Penn argues that “without
women, the underground would simply not have
existed. No deputies, no Tygodnik Mazowsze [Regional
Weekly, Solidarity’s underground newspaper], no
couriers, no typists, no housing networks. “

The fact that women were in charge when the
male leadership was either imprisoned or in hiding
continued an irresolvable Polish dilemma. As Ewa
Kulik, who lived in hiding between the start of
martial law in December 1981 to May 1986 and who
coordinated the operations of the Warsaw
underground, remarked: “In Polish society,
especially in the workers’ circles, it is the worst
humiliation to say that a man is in a woman's
hands. It means he has no will of his own.” Yet
especially between 1981 and 1986, the male leaders
were in the hands of women, if they were not in the
hands of Polish dictator General Jaruzelski’s
soldiers. It was women who formed the leadership
network that ran the underground presses in
Warsaw. It was women who oversaw the protection
of Solidarity movement leaders in hiding. It was
women who led the distribution of the
underground news. It was women who could most
easily smuggle papers and supplies through the
patrolled streets. And it was a small group of
women who organized many of the mechanisms
that enabled the opposition to stay alive and the
population to stay informed and engaged.

Yet when democracy surprisingly came to Poland,
few of these women were welcomed into leadership
positions in Solidarity or any other political party.
Poland’s tiny feminist movement, organized first
around preventing the overturn of liberal abortion
laws, was swallowed up by the rush to reinstall the
Polish Church as the arbiter of social policy. Only in
retrospect did a few of these brave women see that
“women were rejected by Solidarity.” Penn argues

Penn began interviews for this book in the early

s berfaaediy na g,
nraadbd e BRg

AWAFIGEH ARTS INKOR OSSO
SEOMEN SHAFING BEREER [DENTIT ¥
By CynTHIA J. BECKER

Liks other Arcanish groups but inocontmst tothe
Arb scctetas of Meocth Adrca, the Aot Bhablash
antrust the artistic roporeibdities 1o worne re—oot
roeen, Ther clothing, tttoos, and jowedry aze public
iderd ity stateroents, irabued with visual
of worcanbood and fartidite In thas
aarcaration of the rlatiorelaps of art, gerdar and
iderd 1ty arnore the Aroanish poople .
Backer derocoetmt e hony the contrl of the visual
syrobaols of A reameh dderditipsdve s these wornen
Puunﬂ'md?mtgt.

wp o odfh

SSOMEDN ERMERACIING I SLAD

FENDER AND ZONVERSION IN THE WEST
EoiTeED By KARIN vAN INIEUW KERK

I thas warguard study of gerder ard coravemion to
Lalarey, leading hastormors, soctokogists, anthoopolo-
gazts, and theokedane rwatsnte whye non-Ielushea
wornen in the Ulnited Sate, seven] Bumpean
courdnes, ard South A foes are coraerting to Ishen

ALIEN QONMNSTEITITI OIS
SCIEN CE FICTION AND FEMINIST THOUGHT
Ev Parricia MELZER

lll:ﬂ-t md.u'gﬂ-
Itemture by Ootavi B Butler Fickard Chlder,
anud Ielalisea Soott and the oowias T8 Mabia
and the £fen senioy, Patnien Teldzer arale o how
these author ard floce praseot forvdrdst debates
about identityy ard diffarerce, slobabization, and
T N N
e R

CINERACHIS O
BasoULINITIES AND SEXUALIT Y
IN MEXICAN FILM

By SERGIO DE 14 Ilora

I this book, Sergio ds b Ilom offam thee first
supported ard subverted the constuetion of & gen-
dered ard semahzed ranosal 1deciany,

THE FOTEELLIED VIEGIH
By Aricrd ¥ANEZ Cossio
TEANSLATED EY AMALIA SGLADHART

Wnl:l::n.b}?m of Bonndor fors rocat m:rgmrl__.r
wrtew, this fureoy, fooused portrait of Eoundonian
L= 1n the taentiath contury b rranates the corn-
plarity of Anden socisty b placing dis erfrnchised
plarer such as wornen and A reetindiare oot
with tmditional powen such as the reilitay and

the chumh.

T Famus mwrtcon Do ot e Tran £xttom St

Drarren e F oo, L or

R e e o o

L cnaire o compplets wcee s g o cler s s cotaler sl s,
UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS PRESS

Boo.252.3206G

AHpT 10T
cadantad

of Telomooeo,

of scdancs ficton

WY OTEXALTREESS . COM

that this rejection was in the cards from the very
beginning—that indeed the gendered myths
prevalent in Polish culture and shaped by Polish
Catholic values could only imagine a place for
women that was a version of Matka Polka in the flesh.
And as long as these myths prevail, Poland’s women
will remain hidden in the shadows. &)

Jean C. Robinson is professor of political science
and gender studies at Indiana University. She has
made five research trips to Poland starting in 1979.
She is the co-author with Janet E. Johnson of Living
Gender after Communism (forthcoming fall 2006).
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