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Intro: This podcast series, Contextualizing Feminist Voices, is designed to provide
background information for people using the Global Feminisms Project website. The
podcasts aim to provide users with a well-informed perspective on interesting aspects of
the interviews from a particular country. For each episode one of the project staff
interviews an expert on that country site.

Kristin McGuire: Welcome to this episode of Contextualizing Feminist Voices. My name is
Kristin McGuire. In this episode I'm talking with University of Michigan Professor
Magdalena Zaborowska, who was one of the Poland site coordinators, and who will share a
few thoughts on the Polish archive. I'm wondering if you could start by identifying one or
two themes that come up in the interviews that users should pay close attention to, themes
that are particularly important in Poland's women's movement, scholarship, or activism.

Magdalena Zaborowska: I would like to highlight two, three themes that I think are very
important right now that both connect to what was going on then, and take us into the
present moment, when women's rights are under assault from the right-wing government
in Poland. So, the two themes I have in mind, and some of them were touched upon by Anna
Gruszynska and Agnieszka Graff, that is: LGBTQ+ rights, and especially the rise of attention
for trans rights and mental health services for LGBTQ and trans young people who are
homeless, who are rejected by their families, and who have been affected by local
governments, and driven by the Catholic Church, creating the so called “LGBTQ Free
Zones.” It's a shame; it's a national disgrace for Poland. Another one connects to [the]
women's strike that has been going on since October 2020, in response to the proposed
legislation to completely ban abortion, and not only ban it, but criminalize it and literally
put women in jail and put the providers in jail. So what's really important here is that kind
of interesting paradox that some of the interviews—Barbara Labuda’s, for example—show,
in terms of how women's rights during the Cold War in socialist Poland, were actually
much more advanced and offered, at least on paper, more protection than they do now. In
fact, Barbara Labuda, who was educated in France, was very proud to mention in her
interview that Poland got access to abortion much sooner than France. So, under
socialism—not that, you know, we were so happy that women had to use abortion as a
means of birth control because there was no access to birth control—but that issue is very
important to understand. That even though there is this sort of Western narrative of
women being oppressed under socialism, in fact the rights of women under the regime of
the Polish United Workers Party were much better than they are now. Protection and
access to services and access to health care, in some cases, and especially for poor women,
was much better than now, because there is a huge class difference. The paradox I
mentioned in Barbara Labuda's interview looks very, sort of strangely and differently now,
when you have a country that's a member of the European Union, and that is obligated to
follow the rights and regulations of the EU, and yet has been systematically and
systemically violating these rights. Poland withdrew from the agreement to protect women
against domestic abuse and domestic violence. This was done by this government very
deliberately alongside other legislat[ion] to basically incapacitate women as fully fledged
citizens with access to voting rights, with access to health care, with access to protection
from sort of heteropatriarchal dominance, or simply the systemic privileging of men in
healthcare, in economics, in other areas of life. I really want to emphasize how we went



from having certain rights under socialism, and then entering the phase of freedom and
capitalism, to end up right now with a very right-wing government and suppression of
women's rights and women's voices.

KM: [ wonder if we could change the focus a tiny bit. What should the user be aware of that
were topics that may have been important at the time, but that aren't reflected in the actual
archive?

MZ: So what I will draw attention to is how the feminist movement has evolved a coalition
with the Green Movement. There is great enthusiasm and support for [the] Green
Movement that also goes hand in hand with connecting women'’s rights, and for example
the participation of the Greens in Women's Strike, and in coordinating the events, has been
incredible. So the coalition-building around issues that connect women's rights to climate
change, to health care, to, you know, support for victims of domestic violence, support for
homeless, trans, and LGBTQ youth. All of that is very, very important.

Another issue [ would flag is also how the social media and the activism on social media by
Gen Z connect the arts, connects the kind of hunger for human connection through the arts
and public humanities, to performance, to how we use technology and computing
technology, to spread information about women and women's lives. This performance
online that I want to refer to, which was created in 2020 by the Theater of the Eighth Day in
the city of Poznan. These women read from Perez's book, Invisible Women: Exposing data
Bias in a World Designed for Men, and that book looks at [the] global situation of women
literally from Brazil to Japan, from South Africa to Norway. [These women read] case
studies, and stories, narratives of from women's lives, women's experience, that literally
connected what goes on in a favela in Brazil to a neighborhood in Poznan. In that way, you
connect the local and the global in really clever ways that bring together computing, social
media exposure to the event, and social media and activism online during the pandemic to
create a kind of new model for, I would say, humanistic activism, for mobilizing public
humanities and the arts and finding new ways to do theater that is politically engaged, and
that also makes visible and audible women's stories that always fly under the radar, be it in
Japan, or South Africa. And I think this is the part of feminist activism that is vital, and I
again want to highlight this new generation is taken very seriously. And that not only the
new generation is taken seriously, the older generation is actually bonding with the youth;
they are really mature people, but they recognize the need for this kind of activism that's
also art, that's also political, that's also creating a new medium, and a new, [ would say,
sphere of cultural engagement, of cultural activism, and they create a new kind of an agora,
a space for democratic conversation, and a space where activism can take new shapes and
forms and draw in new participants.

KM: That's wonderful, Magda. Thank you.

Outro: Thank you for listening to this episode of Contextualizing Feminist Voices created by
the Global Feminisms Project. The entire podcast team hopes it will help you understand
and enjoy the materials on the website. If you liked this episode, check out the other



podcasts in this series, as well as materials about countries, teaching resources, and
interviews.



