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N ow more than ever is it 
important to raise stu-
dents’ voices, and 

provide a platform made for 
and by them. It is imperative to 
continue to question the norm, 
enrich our knowledge of the 
world, and speak on behalf of 
what we believe in. Despite the 
challenges posed to do so, both 
overt and subtle, we students 
will continue to remain stead-
fast in our critical engagement. 
And while this student journal 
can only afffect several indi-
viduals, several “small worlds”, 
we hope these following stories 
will allow our readers a glimpse 
into the lives of those within 
Eurasia and Eastern Europe 
today. 

This edition stands as a testa-
ment to our commitment to do 
just that, as seen through the 
theme of legacy, which has 
been approached by various 
student writers from a bottom-
up perspective. We pose the 
question: how does the past live 
on today? Through rigorous 

analysis and creative expres-
sion, our aim is to contribute a 
deeper understanding of the 
various pasts that shape the re-
gion today and pull back the 
curtain on the living meaning 
of “legacy”.

Before summer begins, let us 
present to you that – in the 
words of Katalin Miklossy – the 
past is never truly dead. From 
Belgrade, Serbia, Gazeta 
Sasha’s previous Editor in 
Chief, Juho Pitkӓnen, 
inquires just how past should 
be remembered and reconciled 
through his interviews dis-
cussing the 1999 NATO bomb-
ings of Yugoslavia, while 
Sasha’s chair, Daniel List, 
writes from his journeys in 
Moldova. Through her inter-
view with an activist under the 
pseudonym “Semyon”, Anna 
Koryukova delves into the 
fĳight for memory of the 
politically repressed in Russia. 
Lila Bednarska reflects on the 
volatile nature of legacy 
through the repatriations of 

Poles from the eastern border-
lands, and Giulia Panfĳilo
details the realities today of 
Nicolae Ceauşescu’s brutal pro-
natalist policies in Romania. 
And, as per tradition old and 
new of Gazeta Sasha, we 
conclude with a multi-author 
account of the ExPREES 
students’ trip to Uzbekistan 
and a Shopska Salad recipe 
from the Balkans, written by  
Jenni Kirkinen.

L astly, we extend our 
thanks to the inter-
viewees, named and un-

named, who strive to uphold 
the legacy and memory of those 
beyond the dominant narrat-
ives and ideals. We thank those 
who persist in ensuring that 
their own stories are heard and 
preserved, regardless of the 
obstacles that may come their 
way. 

Text – Sierra Salazar and Oliver Reschreiter 
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Lwów 
The land 

that was lost 
but never forgotten

Text & Pictures: Lila Bednarska

I n 1945, after the end of the Second World 
War, my maternal grandmother Maria 
together with her mother, aunt, grand-

mother, and grandfather moved to a new flat 
overlooking a bomb crater in Wrocław. They 
could still see and experience the legacy of war 
and the destruction and pain that war brings. 
They saw the remnants of life that just a few 
months prior, Germans led in Breslau. Breslau 
was soon to become Wrocław and the old empty 
German houses were soon to be full of Poles. A 
new legacy was to be built. And so it was, with 
every brick that was used to rebuild the city, 
with every street renamed, and with every 
storefront repainted. Yet, if you look close 
enough, the old legacy is still there reminding us 
that life is fragile. 

T he repatriations of Poles from Kresy 
Wschodnie (Eastern Borderlands) lasted 
for years.1 My other grandfathers arrived 

in Poland only in 1956. My father’s sister was 
born in the Ukrainian SSR in the formerly 
Polish city of Lwów (Lviv). Being originally from 
Siemianówka (Semenivka, currently in the Lviv 
Oblast), they moved to Lwów as a young couple. 
In Lwów, my grandfather worked as a motor-
man of Lwów trams. After their relocation to 
Wrocław, he continued to work as a motorman 
but now of Wrocław trams. The same job 
continued to connect my grandfather to his past 
life. My grandparents left their families and 
legacy in Lwów and surrounding villages. My 
grandmother could no longer visit her father’s 
grave. Her father was shot and immediately 
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The land 
that was lost 

but never forgotten

killed on the 5th of July 1944 by the Ukrainian 
Insurgent Army, while he was walking from 
Młyniska (Lviv Oblast) to Żydaczów (Zhydachiv, 
Lviv Oblast). The relocation to Dolny śląsk 
(Lower Silesia) and leaving their home in Lwów 
was a traumatic experience. Yet, they left the 
traumas of death, destruction, and fear of 
surviving the war and the threat from the 
Ukrainian Insurgent Army. The traumas were 
not talked about. But whose legacy became 
visible in the tangible things – family photos and 
letters from Lwów, souvenirs brought from 
much later visits to their old home. 

M y family’s relocation was part of a 
signifĳicantly larger resettlement of 
millions of Poles after the Second 

World War to Ziemie Odzyskane (Recovered 
Territories).[2] The resettlement and redrawing 
of borders were decided in conferences in 
Potsdam and Yalta. By the decision of the Allied 
powers, millions of Poles went to sleep in 
Poland, but woke up in a diffferent country. Their 
motherland just disappeared and they became 
strangers in their own land. The newly gained 
territories that Germans primarily occupied 
until 1945, were to be populated with Poles 
coming mainly from Kresy. To a lesser extent 
from other Polish regions and repatriates from, 
for example, Kazakhstan. Whilst the Germans 
were forced to leave their houses and move 
further West, the Polish repatriates were moving 
into their houses to restart their lives in the 
newly gained Western territories. This was the 
largest exchange of population in European 
history. Whole villages were relocated: an 
entire Polish village from Ukraine was 
resettled in a formerly German village.

Pictures on the left: Poles from Siemianówka 
meeting there after they’ve already moved to 
Poland. The man in a blue suit next to the woman 
in red is my grandfather - Edward Bednarski. 
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World War to Ziemie Odzyskane (Recovered 
Territories).2 The resettlement and re-
drawing of borders were decided in 
conferences in Potsdam and Yalta. By the 
decision of the Allied powers, millions of 
Poles went to sleep in Poland, but woke up in 
a diffferent country. Their motherland just 

disappeared and they 
became strangers in 
their own land. The 
newly gained terri-
tories that Germans 
primarily occupied 
until 1945, were to be 
populated with Poles 
coming mainly from 
Kresy. To a lesser 
extent from other 
Polish regions and 
repatriates from, for 
example, Kazakhstan. 
Whilst the Germans 
were forced to leave 
their houses and 
move further West, 

the Polish repatriates were moving into their 
houses to restart their lives in the newly 
gained Western territories. This was the 
largest exchange of population in European 
history. Whole villages were relocated: an 
entire Polish village from Ukraine was 
resettled in a formerly German village. It was 
like nothing had changed. Yet, everything 
has changed. Sometimes Germans and Poles 
lived together until the Germans eventually 
had to leave. Amongst the horrors of the war, 
rare friendships have been built. There are 

stories of Poles being impressed with 
German agricultural technology or Poles 
coming from the fertile soils of Ukraine not 
knowing how to harvest the mountainous 
fĳields of Sudetes. Having lost their legacy 
and history in Kresy, the repatriates needed 
to rebuild everything and their future in 
their new homes far away from their 
homelands. 

The repatriates came to the Recovered 
Territories with nothing and had  to rebuild 
their lives and the new lands with nothing. 
The overwhelming feeling was that the 
Recovered Territories were temporarily 
Polish. As easily as they were given to Poland 
and the Poles, as easily they could be lost. 
Indeed, only in 1990 with the German–
Polish Border Treaty and the Treaty on the 
Final Settlement with Respect to Germany, 
Germany accepted the sovereignty of the 
post-1945 Polish borders and the border 
issues ceased to be contentious. The 
uncertainty and temporality resulted in a 
reluctance to rebuild the recovered 
territories in the fĳirst years after the war. The 
repatriates felt like they were to lose their 
new homes at any second, therefore they 
thought it was not worth restoring such 
volatile lands. Subsequently, many areas fell 
into disrepair. My grandmother still recalls 
how as children they were picking up bricks 
in Wrocław to be sent to Warsaw for the 
reconstruction. The whole nation united to 
rebuild the capital. The German bricks 
would be used for the restoration of the 
Capital and Wrocław needed to wait for its  

“Millions of 
Poles went 
to sleep in 
Poland, but 
woke up in 
a different 
country.”



12Repatriation document - one of the documents my grandparents needed to move to Poland



13 Polish family members in Lviv in 1955
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turn. Its Polish legacy was yet to be built. The legacy of former 
Polish territories is present in tangible items and institutions in 
cities like Wrocław. Yet, in the hustle and bustle of everyday life, we 
fail to notice it. In many ways, Wrocław became the new Lwów. 
The majority of professors from Lwów University relocated to 
Wrocław. Additionally, many members of the Lwów Mathematical 
School moved, including Hugo Steinhaus. The Ossoliński National 
Institute was relocated from Lwów as well. It continues its mission 
of supporting Polish language, upkeeping the archives, and 
publishing. And, fĳinally, the Aleksander Fredro Monument was 
moved from Lwów in 1956. From the ruins and shreds of old Polish 
legacy, Wrocław has surged to become Polish.   

A s elements of German rule and Lwów are present in 
modern Wrocław, so do the legacies of Poland and the 
Poles remain in Lwów and Western Ukraine. I experienced 

this with multiple trips to Lwów, Tarnopol Oblast, and surrounding
villages. While walking the streets of Lviv, I saw the remains of the 
Polish legacy at every corner. I thought about how just a few 
decades ago my grandfather was driving the Lwów trams. Driving 
through the old town’s streets every day. The most famous 
examples are the monument of Adam Mickiewicz and Cmentarz 
Orląt Lwowskich (Cemetery of the Defenders of Lwów). Although 
the national identity of Adam Mickiewicz is disputed, for Poles, he 
is undoubtedly Polish. The monument is a haunting reminder of 
how volatile legacy is. My grandparents passed this monument 
many times without even thinking that one day, they would no 
longer be able to do it. Until they couldn’t. As I sat on its stairs, I 
felt the need to deeply reflect on my grandparents' past in the city. 
The same feeling recurred again when I found a picture of 
unknown distant family members in front of the monument in the 
family archives after my paternal grandmother passed away. 
Similarly, the feeling of reflection and overwhelming sadness is 
inescapable when one enters the grounds of Cmentarz Orląt 
Lwowskich. This is the place where hundreds of young Lwów men 
defending Lwów against the Bolsheviks are buried. The youngest 
boy was 13. His and many others’ sacrifĳice and legacy are now 
physically far, but also far away in memory. For them I hold 
nothing but reverence.
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M emory and legacy are volatile. I have 
seen it vividly during my four journeys 
to Ukraine, mostly to Ternopil Oblast 

as a part of the initiative “Mogiłę pradziada ocal 
od zapomnienia” (Save your grandfather's tomb 
from oblivion). The initiative, jointly with schools 
in Lower Silesia, organised voluntary excursions 
to Ukraine to tidy up old, forgotten, Polish 
cemeteries in Ukraine. My school took part in 
cleaning old Polish cemeteries in Podwołoczyska 
(Pidvolochysk) and Hałuszczyńce 
(Halushchyntsi). Still a small number of the 
original Polish population 
resides there. Every year 
we would go to the Polish 
cemetery in 
Podwołoczyska to take 
care of the overgrown 
grass, weeds, and trees. It 
is a forgotten place, in 
which lives and legacy 
blur together. The 
cemetery always looked 
miserably forgotten as we 
would have to cut the 
thicket to discover the old 
graves. We would cut the 
grass around graves and 
clean each grave one by 
one. While being there I 
would always wonder 
what the people buried 
here were doing before 
they died. What happened 
to them and their 
descendants? Has their legacy and stories been 
passed on?  We discovered the grave of a 
participant of the January Uprising, one of three 

important Polish uprisings in the 19th century, 
Stanisław Woźniewicz. We rebuilt his tomb and 
marked it with a white and red ribbon. One by 
one, we would bring people’s memories to the 
world again. For a few weeks or months till the 
thicket wins over yet again. And this same tedious 

process we would repeat 
every year. The cemetery 
in Hałuszczyńce is located 
on a hill overlooking the 
village and wheat fĳields. It 
is a peaceful and isolated 
space with hundreds of 
Polish graves in relatively 
good condition, but 
nevertheless, touched by 
the passing of time and 
oblivion. Yet, once you 
walk through the alleys, 
you’re faced with the 
legacy of the past. You pass 
by forgotten graves while 
the dead look at you from 
the photographs on the 
tombstones. And in these 
moments, it becomes clear 
how fragile and volatile 
life and legacy are. 

W hen you ask somebody in Warsaw 
where they are from, you are likely to 
hear how proud they are for being 

from Warsaw through generations. And how their 
ancestors fought, for example, in the Warsaw 
Uprising. Some may even claim that the 
newcomers are never going to be from Warsaw. In 
the recovered territories, the idea that your family 
has been settled in one city for generations is 
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Graveyard in Podwoloczyska before,during and after tidy up 
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Wszystko przemija, 
wspomnienia, pamięć też. 
A bez namacalnego, 
rzeczowego świadectwa 
świat o nas zapomni. 
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bizarre and alien. In Lower  Silesia and other 
recovered territories, nobody is from “here”. Our 
original legacy comes from somewhere else. In my 
family’s case, it is mostly Lwów Oblast. For others, 
it is Wilno or the current territories of Western 
Belarus. Therefore, the recovered territories are a 
place where difffer-ent legacies have met and created 
a new one by entwining traditions, local customs, 
and dialects. Now, we are all simply Polish. One day 
I hope to return to the land of my ancestors. To face 
what’s no longer there in the flesh but continues to 
haunt my family’s legacy to this day. I will fĳinish this 
story with what I wrote when I was 15 years old: 
Wszystko przemija, wspomnienia, pamięć też. A 
bez namacalnego, rzeczowego świadectwa świat o 
nas zapomni – Everything passes, memories and 
memory too. But without tangible, material 
testimony, the world will forget us.

[1] The term Kresy Wschodnie also has an ambiguous meaning. With years the meaning of the term blurred from a literal meaning 
towards a more mystic and ideological description of the great, truly Polish, rich lands of Poland. Only after the second world war 
it is meaning gravitated towards description of lost lands of Ukraine, Belarus, and Lithuania as a result of agreement in Potsdam 
and Yalta.

[2] The term Ziemie Odzyskane was created for propaganda purposes as the new lands have been barely, if  ever, Polish. Nowadays, 
it is more appropriate to use the term Ziemie Zachodnie (the Western territories).
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In spring 1999, the traumatic decade in the Balkans
came to an end when NATO bombs fell on Yugoslavia.

25 years later in Belgrade, Gazeta Sasha’s former
editor-in-chief Juho Pitkänen spoke with two

Zoomers with roots in ex-Yugoslavia, in search of a
path for their generation to reconcile better than

their parents.

The bombed Ministry of Defence building in Belgrade.

Text and pictures – Juho Pitkänen
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I n early 1999, the Kosovo War had raged on
for months, and the possibility of another
Balkan genocide seemed to be on the

horizon, as Yugoslav forces were ethnically
cleansing the local Albanian population.
Traumatized by the few-years-earlier Bosnian
war and the genocide committed by the Bosnian
Serbs, the West decided to act. The
bombardment of Yugoslavia began, without the
approval of the UN Security Council.

The US-led bombings lasted for two and half
months and were largely focused on the
crumbling nation’s capital, Belgrade. While the
offfĳicial policy was to focus on critical
infrastructure and military targets, hundreds of
civilians died – the offfĳicial number still being
debated, though.

Strolling through the streets of Belgrade, the
impact of the events of 1999 on the public space
is unmistakable: some bombed buildings have
been intentionally left in ruins, while anti-
NATO grafffĳiti dot the walls of most streets. The
NATO peacekeepers in Kosovo are seen as
occupiers of “the heart of Serbia”, as a banner

next to the Defence Ministry of Serbia tells you.
Earlier in the spring, grafffĳiti calling people to
take to the streets on March 24th also appeared
on several buildings – marking the 25th
anniversary of the beginning of the bombings.

For outsiders, the culture around the NATO
bombings seems complex, painful, and often
toxic. Due to the trauma, it’s a dominant topic in
the national narrative, but also something to
avoid when conversing with Serbs, especially if
you think the bombings were at least somewhat
justifĳied. That’s why I wanted to meet two locals
from ex-Yugoslav countries and to discuss how
our generation could create a culture that
enables honest and less toxic discussion on such
a painful topic.

T hose born at the turn of the millenia are
now in universities, writing the histories
and soon creating the policies that deal

with the past. Svetla Jaksic, a Macedonian born
in 2000, is studying International Relations in
Belgrade. For her family, the events of 1999
constitute a painful topic, as her father is Serb,
and her mother a Macedonian – a mixed family,
typical for the Yugoslav period.

“The NATO bombings and the Kosovo war in
general are difffĳicult to discuss, as my father’s
side of the family were Serbs from Pristina
who fled the war to Belgrade. At fĳirst, they and
other people fleeing the war received harsh
treatment.”

Even though there is painful trauma involved,
her family and friends still discuss the 1990s.

“My parents were shocked that Yugoslavia
fell. They really thought it’d stay intact forever,
in the name of brotherhood and unity. But
there was provoked nationalism, which now
feels like a sad story”, Jaksic says, emphasizing

the word provoked – in her parents’ Yugoslav
youth, a war between its citizens seemed out
of question.

“When the wars started, my parents’
generation looked at each other as diffferent
nations for the fĳirst time. All of their
memories and the most beautiful times of
their lives were destroyed.”

“One of my friends in Belgrade lost his entire
family when a clinic was bombed. There is too
much pain, and the topic is impossible to
discuss with him. Maybe I would be like that
too if it had happened to my family.”
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W hile North Macedonia was not directly
involved in the Yugoslav wars, the
bombings of 1999 became a relevant

topic again in the late 2010s, as the country was
about to join NATO. Jaksic sees the North
Macedonian accession to NATO as a strategic
move, not a middle fĳinger to their northern
neighbor.

“Some Macedonians were not happy with us
joining because of what happened in 1999 - also
some Serbians thought it was selfĳish from the
Macedonian side. I understand why people who
grew up in Yugoslavia feel the NATO bombing as
their own, but for our generation it is not as
relevant. Montenegro has joined NATO, as have
Croatia and Slovenia. We must remember what
happened and collectively move on.”

In the 1940s, the Independent State of Croatia, a
Nazi German puppet state, committed genocide
against the Serbs, while the violent Serbian
Chetniks slaughtered Croats and Muslims while
fĳighting guerilla warfare against the Croatians and
Yugoslav partisans. The complicated Balkan
fabric of World War 2 pitted neighboring families
against each other, and similar violence happened
50 years later during the dissolution of Yugoslavia.

In fact, in her 2003 book They Would Never Hurt a
Fly, Croatian journalist Slavenka Drakulić
argues that one of the reasons for the violent
Yugoslav 90s is the trauma from the SecondWorld
War never being addressed. Instead, the pain was
repressed for several decades to make way for
Yugoslav brotherhood and unity.

W hen it comes to the new generation’s
responsibility in preventing the cycle of
generational trauma from continuing,

Jaksic sees only one option: not to dwell in the
past. For her, the answer is creating the conditions
for democracy, rule of law and less corruption – in
a nutshell, working towards a functioning and
inclusive state.

“In 10 years, our generation will be in position to
change things. We have lived only under
democracy, and the past has taught us that
conflict can be provoked in various ways, which
we must be aware of. Instead of nationalism, the
human side in all of us must be awakened. In the
Skopje bazaar, Albanians and Macedonians live
together peacefully. That is how society should
be.”

29
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M ilena Djordjevicwas born in late
1998 in Kokomo, Indiana. Her
Serbian parents emigrated from

Yugoslavia to the United States in the early
1990s, but the events of 1999 were felt across
the ocean.

“My mom had just had me when the
bombardment began, it was extremely
stressful for her.We had family close to the
bombing sites in Novi Sad and Belgrade. My
grandfather remembers standing on the
balcony in the outskirts of the capital,
seeing the city aflame.”

In Djordjevic’s family, discussion on the
bombings is not impossible. Her parents
bring the topic up when they want to
criticize the US.

“For them, the bombing was a
demonstration of American hypocrisy. My
dad has told me that he had culture shock
when he was watching American news
about the events in Yugoslavia. For example,
they were talking about bombing the
bridges in Novi Sad to prevent the army
from entering Kosovo. If you look at the
map, you understand how that makes no
sense.”

F or a Serb growing up in the US, the
discussion on the bombings created
cognitive dissonance. Djordjevic’s family

gave her a negative portrayal of the US, but her
school education was very patriotic. Since then,
she has explored the same topics during her
bachelor’s at the University of Texas and her
master’s at the University of Belgrade.

“It was a huge thing to be from a country that the
US had bombed. As a kid, I thought the bombing
was unjust, and I had these Kosovo je Srbija
opinions. As I grew older, I wanted to have an
objective opinion – something a well-educated
Croat or Albanian could agree on. I wanted an
understanding of this mess that would do justice
to what happened and take all sides into account.
As they say, the truth will set you free, but at fĳirst
it will piss you offf. I think that’s part of the reason
that sent me on this Eastern European studies
route.”

Like Jaksic, Djordjevic is somewhat critical of
memorialization for memoralization’s sake.

“Some scholars are entirely against
memorialization. Usually each group
memorializes their own side, while having
amnesia on what they themselves did. Here, there
is basically no discussion about what was done in
the name of Serbia both in Bosnia and Kosovo.
The NATO bombings are important to
memorialize, but in an ideal world, it would be
done in the wider context of the Yugoslav wars,
and the lesson would be to prevent it from
happening ever again.”

“Only democracy and rule of law cannot address
the inner identity of people. There should be
reckoning that both vindicates valid trauma of the
Serbs and addresses the cycle of violence done in
the name of Serbia.”

In Belgrade, the memorials of the NATO bombing
are extremely one-sided. The memory sites have
plaques which are written solely from a victim’s
perspective, without providing proper context.
Addressing this, for Djordjevic, could be one the
fĳirst step towards a healthier culture of
remembrance.

“We need to construct a new narrative of not just
being the victim, but of the wars in general.
Everyone here wants to forget what they have
done, and to remember what has been done to
them. Our generation has the responsibility of
preventing something similar from happening
ever again.”

W hen working on her master’s thesis on
nationalism in the Balkans, Djordjevic
received a comment from her friend

that influenced her thinking.

“In my thesis draft, I used the term co-existence.
My friend from Skopje said that it is a Western
idea, an idea of only tolerating the people living
close to you. Instead we should focus on mutual
existence.”

During Yugoslav times, army personnel were sent
to other parts of the country during their service
to get acquainted with the multi-ethnic country’s
other peoples and regions. Djordjevic thinks social
media could serve a similar purpose today.

“We are a generation connected by technology. I
follow many people from other ex-Yugoslav
countries, I think it helps with recognizing our
shared humanity. We have been here for
centuries, and our existence is not exclusive, but
mutual.”

31



M ilena Djordjevicwas born in late
1998 in Kokomo, Indiana. Her
Serbian parents emigrated from

Yugoslavia to the United States in the early
1990s, but the events of 1999 were felt across
the ocean.

“My mom had just had me when the
bombardment began, it was extremely
stressful for her.We had family close to the
bombing sites in Novi Sad and Belgrade. My
grandfather remembers standing on the
balcony in the outskirts of the capital,
seeing the city aflame.”
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criticize the US.

“For them, the bombing was a
demonstration of American hypocrisy. My
dad has told me that he had culture shock
when he was watching American news
about the events in Yugoslavia. For example,
they were talking about bombing the
bridges in Novi Sad to prevent the army
from entering Kosovo. If you look at the
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F or a Serb growing up in the US, the
discussion on the bombings created
cognitive dissonance. Djordjevic’s family

gave her a negative portrayal of the US, but her
school education was very patriotic. Since then,
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bachelor’s at the University of Texas and her
master’s at the University of Belgrade.

“It was a huge thing to be from a country that the
US had bombed. As a kid, I thought the bombing
was unjust, and I had these Kosovo je Srbija
opinions. As I grew older, I wanted to have an
objective opinion – something a well-educated
Croat or Albanian could agree on. I wanted an
understanding of this mess that would do justice
to what happened and take all sides into account.
As they say, the truth will set you free, but at fĳirst
it will piss you offf. I think that’s part of the reason
that sent me on this Eastern European studies
route.”

Like Jaksic, Djordjevic is somewhat critical of
memorialization for memoralization’s sake.

“Some scholars are entirely against
memorialization. Usually each group
memorializes their own side, while having
amnesia on what they themselves did. Here, there
is basically no discussion about what was done in
the name of Serbia both in Bosnia and Kosovo.
The NATO bombings are important to
memorialize, but in an ideal world, it would be
done in the wider context of the Yugoslav wars,
and the lesson would be to prevent it from
happening ever again.”

“Only democracy and rule of law cannot address
the inner identity of people. There should be
reckoning that both vindicates valid trauma of the
Serbs and addresses the cycle of violence done in
the name of Serbia.”

In Belgrade, the memorials of the NATO bombing
are extremely one-sided. The memory sites have
plaques which are written solely from a victim’s
perspective, without providing proper context.
Addressing this, for Djordjevic, could be one the
fĳirst step towards a healthier culture of
remembrance.

“We need to construct a new narrative of not just
being the victim, but of the wars in general.
Everyone here wants to forget what they have
done, and to remember what has been done to
them. Our generation has the responsibility of
preventing something similar from happening
ever again.”

W hen working on her master’s thesis on
nationalism in the Balkans, Djordjevic
received a comment from her friend

that influenced her thinking.

“In my thesis draft, I used the term co-existence.
My friend from Skopje said that it is a Western
idea, an idea of only tolerating the people living
close to you. Instead we should focus on mutual
existence.”

During Yugoslav times, army personnel were sent
to other parts of the country during their service
to get acquainted with the multi-ethnic country’s
other peoples and regions. Djordjevic thinks social
media could serve a similar purpose today.

“We are a generation connected by technology. I
follow many people from other ex-Yugoslav
countries, I think it helps with recognizing our
shared humanity. We have been here for
centuries, and our existence is not exclusive, but
mutual.”
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The enforcement of Decree 
66/770 in Romania

O n September 27, 1966, the Romanian 
Executive Committee, under the 
communist dictator Nicolae Ceauşescu, 

deliberated on prohibiting pregnancy termination 
in Romania. Until then, abortion not only 
remained legally permissible but stood as the sole 
resource for contraception women could resort to. 
However, with this measure, Ceauşescu harbored 
ambitions far from family support or the 
preservation of human life. His vision? To propel 
the population to a staggering 20 million, while 
sculpting and nurturing the Romanian New Man 
(Omul Nou), a model citizen with a socialist and 
eugenic twist. Ironically, Ceauşescu was 
unwittingly nurturing the very generation that 
would depose him in 1989. 

The decree was enacted in 1967 and proscribed 
abortions in Romania even in dire circumstances. 
Abortion was permitted only if a woman was over 
45 or already caring for four children. A surge in 
births between 1967 and 1971 ensued, fervently 
chronicled by the regime. However, by 1973, the 
birth rate plummeted for the fĳirst time since the 
abortion ban of 1967. In response, Ceauşescu 
instructed prosecutors and local militia, the 
Securitate, to intervene in hospitals whenever a 
woman experiencing pregnancy-related bleeding 
sought assistance. 

S ecuritate’s modus operandi was grim: 
subject the sufffering women to mental and 
physical torment, extract confessions 

regarding their abortion providers, and, if deemed 
necessary, let them perish in the quest for truth. 
Many women would claim self-inflicted abortion 
procedures. Occasionally police offfĳicers would 
authorize emergency curettages, observing the 
procedure fĳirsthand. The psychological duress, 
compounded by fear, weighed heavily on both 
doctors and women. Working women were also 
subjected to monthly gynecological control to 
detect early pregnancy and monitored until birth 
impeding any chance of abortion. In 1974, 
Romania was lauded as a paradigm of population 
expansion, and even selected by the UN to host 
the World Conference on Demography and 
Development. Bolstered by increasing external 
support from the West and good relations with the 
Soviet Union, Ceauşescu persisted in his 
nationalist crusade, ruthlessly sacrifĳicing the lives 
of Romanian women. 

Pregnancy test used by the regime to investigate early 
pregnancy stages among women (Credits: Florin Iepan)

Text – Giulia Panfilo

Ceauşescu’s 
demographic policy

The legacy of



49

Women’s voices from the Decree 
time

W hen pro-natalist policies are enforced, 
abortions do not cease to exist. Women 
seeking pregnancy interruption fĳind 

themselves in unsafe, often incompetent hands, 
risking their lives in the process. Romania was no 
exception. After 1967, a shadow industry of 
abortion practitioners emerged, thriving behind 
closed doors and at the expense of women 
themselves. Clandestine abortions were 
frequently administered by doctors, midwives, 
nurses, and in the direst scenarios by unqualifĳied 
individuals driven solely by fĳinancial gain. The 
praxis was, indeed, initiating the abortion at 
home, causing internal bleeding as if it had been 
a miscarriage, and heading to hospitals to have a 
curettage (scraping the embryo from their 
uterus). The most common methods included the 
insertion of substances into the uterus including 
mustard, tea, antibiotics, plant leaves, and even 
lemon juice. While these substances were 
believed to possess abortive properties according 
to Romanian folklore, they also posed severe risks 
of toxicity and infection. 

"The Unforgettable Tragedy", accessible on 
YouTube, paints a poignant picture of the 
desperate lengths women were willing to go to in 
the face of abortion laws. Ioana, for example, 
forced to seek an illegal abortion, had a saline 
solution mixed with hot water inserted into her 
uterus, intended to detach the embryo from the 
placenta and induce expulsion. The procedure 
resulted in severe septicemia, and her death was 
only averted by compassionate doctors who 
performed emergency surgery. Even public 
fĳigures like Delia Budeanu, a prominent 
television presenter in 1970s Romania, resorted to 
extreme measures to terminate unwanted 
pregnancies. Her “method” involved a plunge 
into icy water, which nearly triggered her heart 
attack. Yet, in the face of peril, she declares what 
was relatable to many women, "It didn't matter at 
all. The problem had to be solved." 

I n the late 1960s, a young woman's tragic tale 
was sensationalized in a regime-backed fĳilm 
aimed at curbing clandestine abortions and 

teaching “disobedient” women a lesson. Like 
many pregnant women of her time, she turned to 
a backstreet abortionist, notorious Transadira 
Popescu, only to later die of infection. The regime 
exploited her memory by portraying her and 
Transadira in a fĳilm riddled with half-truths, 
intended to dissuade women from seeking 
abortions and to vilify Transadira herself. The 
fĳilm "Ilustrate cu flori de cîmp" (Postcards with 
Flowers, 1975) is set in early 1970s Bucharest and 
follows the story of Irina and Laura, who seek an 
abortion from Titina (Transadira’s transposition). 
Irina is disturbed by Laura's apparent detachment 
from her unborn child, and through her eyes, the 
fĳilm aims to distance viewers emotionally and 

Above: “The Unforgettable Tragedy”: Ioana Coja recalls her abortion experience (Credits: Ioana Nicolescu)
Right: Poster of “Ilustrate cu flori de cîmp" (Postcards with Flowers), 1975
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vilify women seeking illegal abortions. 
Only as Laura questions her decision does 
the narrative shift to depict her as a victim. 
Tragically, it is too late: Laura succumbs to 
infection (David, 2022). The fĳilm served a 
propagandistic purpose, instilling fear and 
regret in women considering abortion, as 
it underscored the dangers of illegal 
procedures and sowed distrust towards 
unscrupulous practitioners like Popescu, 
who was later imprisoned but kept 
unabashedly boasting of her services.

Building the New Man 

W hen the baby boom swept 
through Romania in 1969, it 
brought the propagandistic 

notion of the New Man, an emblem of the 
desired next generation of Romanians, 
molded and educated by Ceauşescu. 
Daniel Marius Stanciulescu, born as the 20 
millionth baby in socialist Romania, 
symbolized the culmination of Ceauşesc’s 
ambitious policies to bolster the 
population. However, Daniel's life until 
1989 was a facade, an orchestrated 
portrayal of the perfect socialist child. He 
was subjected to constant surveillance, 
exploitation, and excessive mediatic 
exposure.

But what characterized the New Man? 
This new social archetype was envisaged 
to embody the ideal socialist citizen, 

Laura and Titina in“Ilustrate cu flori de cîmp" (Credits:
Florin Iepan)

The birth of the 20 millionth Romanian citizen: Daniel Marius 
Stanciulescu, is celebrated by Ceauşescu (Credits: Florin 
Iepan)
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meticulously crafted to construct the 
fabric of socialism. He was expected to be 
robust and healthy, athletic and talented 
from a tender age. The new generation of 
"Decreţeii" was to be extraordinary, with 
any perceived obstacle to their potential 
swiftly eradicated – including their own 
mothers, whom the state had coerced into 
bearing their children. Shocking testi-
monies from socialist Romania shed light 
on children forcibly taken into state 
custody because their mothers had been 
deemed unfĳit for initially considering 
abortion. Television programs such as 
"Spotlight" (Reflector) even subjected 
women to relentless televised inter-
rogation until they confessed their re-
luctance towards motherhood, sub-se-
quently enduring public humiliation. 
Children were sometimes coerced into 
participating in these interviews.

A nother fĳigure of this era was 
Andrei Duban, chief of the 
Pioneer’s organization as a child 

and later a prominent face on Romanian 
television during his teenage years. Duban 
had blonde hair, blue eyes, and robust 
health, emblematic of the regime's criteria 
for inclusion in the New Man narrative. 
Conversely, individuals who did not 
conform to these rigid standards were 
marginalized, abandoned, or subjected to 
inhumane treatment.

The "Reflector" journalist questions the woman, whose child 
would later be taken into state custody (Credits: Florin Iepan)

Famous actor and showman Andrei Duban (Credits: 
Florin Iepan)
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The costs of homogenization 

P opulation homogenization consisted 
of a neo-Stalinist-inspired social 
engineering project to converge the 

best socialist values into the next generation 
of Romanian citizens. Any impediment to 
homogenization was to be obscured or 
eradicated. For instance, the Roma com-
munity, highly visible in Romania, could 
never embody the ideal of the New Man. This 
led to the encouragement of abortion among 
Roma women, even in the later stages of 
pregnancy, as part of an insidious campaign 
of ethnic cleansing and eugenics.

Another facet of this drive for 
homogenization was the paramount im-
portance placed on productivity within a 
socialist society. Every individual was 
expected to contribute to the nation's 
workforce, engage in competitive endeavors, 
and strive for success. Women were reduced, 
in a Foucauldian sense of biopolitics, to mere 
vessels for the reproduction of new citizens. 
No surprise that Margaret Atwood, author of 
'The Handmaid's Tale,' noted the parallels 
between Romania and her fĳictional dystopia 
of Gilead (Kligman, 2022). 

A nyone deemed unproductive or 
aesthetically unfĳit to represent the 
ideal Romanian citizen was swiftly 

marginalized. Romanian pro-natalist policies 
resulted in the abandonment of handicapped 
children, condemned to lives of neglect and 
squalor. In March 1990, the world discovered 
the appalling conditions endured by 
abandoned orphans and disabled children in 
Cighid Children’s Home in Ghiorac, Western 
Romania. Hidden away in darkness, these 
vulnerable children were left to perish in 
abject conditions. This tragic reality exposed 
the hollowness of the dictator’s professed 
love for children, which extended only to 
those deemed suitable for inclusion.

The 1989 revolution – a 
parricidal legacy

I n the mid-1980s, as the Romanian 
leader’s grip on power waned and pro-
natalist policies lost efffĳicacy, he resorted 

to even more draconian measures to control 
women's reproductive rights. In 1986, he 
declared the unborn fetus as part of a socialist 
society, motherhood a patriotic duty, and 
refusal to bear children a crime. At the same 
time, Romania had the highest maternal 
mortality rate in Europe, with 159 deaths per 
100,000 live births, with approximately 87% 
attributed to unsafe abortion methods (Hord 
et al., 1991). 

But what happened in 1989? Let us revive the 
ideological transformation experienced by 
the so-called "Decreţeii" generation, born 
between 1967 and 1971, in the revolution. 
The tide young Romanians – many of them 
children of the decree - found themselves in 
began to turn in December 1989 when the 
Iron Curtain fell in Eastern Europe. They 
started taking to the streets against the 
dictator and tragically over a thousand young 
lives were lost to his troops. On December 22, 
1989, Ceauşescu and his wife, Elena, were 
captured in Târgoviște, 80 kilometers north of 
Bucharest, only to face a military show 
tribunal and execution two days later. The 
executioners, once fervent followers who saw 

December 1989 demonstration in Timișoara (Credits: 
Urbán Tamás)
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him as their symbolic father, were largely 
children of the decree. One of them describes, 
in “Children of the Decree”, the psychological 
shift that crossed his mind while tying 
Ceauşescu's hands before the shooting with 
these words: “They were a father and a 
mother that didn’t deserve me anymore”. The 
generation born out of the decree ultimately 
toppled Ceauşescu's rule. The legacy of 25 
years of socialist regime made the old 
generation anesthetized, most likely scared of 
taking the streets, while the new one showed 
signs of change.

T he 1989 revolution in Romania stands 
out as a unique event in post-socialist 
Europe, characterized by its brutal 

nature and the televised spectacle of a double 
execution. As Ceauşescu's regime fell, 
marking the bloodiest post-Communist 
regime changes in Europe, the new 
government swiftly legalized abortion and 
contraception, and family planning and 
mental health facilities were established to 

address the trauma inflicted upon women 
and men during the socialist rule. This article 
is a testament to legacy in two distinct veins: 
the children born from aggressive pro-natalist 
policies are the “legacy” of Decree 66/770, but 
they were the antithesis of Ceauşescu’s New 
Man, spearheading the Revolution of 1989 
and toppling their symbolic Father (as 
Ceauşescu was reverently titled). Ceaușescu's 
policies led to the birth of countless children 
who might not otherwise have been born, 
engendering a sense of enduring gratitude 
and reverence. However, what unfolded in 
1989 was not merely a manifestation of 
broader regional unrest inevitable in socialist 
Eastern Europe. Instead, it represented a 
violent rejection of the paternal fĳigure of the 
nation. I dare to assert that it can be labeled as 
parricide – a generation, the "Children of the 
Decree," symbolically killing their 
metaphorical parents. 

A member of the firing squad and child of the decree 
(Credits: Florin Iepan)
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A s a veteran vegetarian, I have faced many 
hardships regarding my choice of diet while 
traveling. I have been offfered chicken stew 

where I could just pick out the meat pieces, canned 
corn and veggie sticks as dinner. Since not eating 
meat is my personal choice, I have adopted some 
strategies to survive in places where vegetarian food 

can be challenging. However, last December I 
commenced on a journey through some of the 
Balkan countries and was challenged by my poor 
preparation, stinginess to buy a data package, and 
non-existent language skills. A great combination to 
have a successful holiday with!

During my travels around the Balkans in December 
and before, I have found some gems which are 
highlighted in the map. However, there is one 
shining star specifĳically I need to spotlight. The very 
little preparation I actually managed to make for my 
trip was to watch a YouTube video of the must visit 
places in Skopje. In this video, shopska salad was 
mentioned as a must try dish in a restaurant. I could 
not remember the name of the place on the video, 
but I did fĳind the salad. I went to a random kebab 
restaurant and ordered the salad with fries and a 
glass of wine. The server gave me a funny look when 
I ordered but so would I if someone ordered only a 
salad at a meat restaurant. When the salad was 
brought to me, oh boy was I impressed, surprised, 
and over the moon. I was a bit confused at fĳirst since 

I received a plate of cheese but considering that I 
was a mouse in my previous life, I really was just 
delighted. Underneath the delicious sirene cheese, 
there were equal amounts of cucumber, tomato, and 
onion smothered with oil and a dash of salt. I swear 
I could eat that dish for the rest of my life and die 
happy.

A fter my trip I decided to educate myself in 
the delights of shopska and it turns out that 
it is the national dish of Bulgaria… and 

apparently a few other countries as usual in the 
Balkans. Good old Wikipedia has told me, and now 
I tell you, that the colors of the salad represent the 
flag of Bulgaria. Very similarly the origin story of 
Margarita  pizza including the colors that represent

Text & Pictures – Jenni Kirkinen 

My tips to not starve

1) Google ahead and save places where you 
know you can eat just in case

2) Ordering multiple appetizers and side dishes 
to make a meal

3) Girl dinner <3

Ingredients for shopska salad

• 1 large cucumber
• 2 tomatoes 
• 1 onion
• 1 bell pepper
• Sirene cheese (grated and to taste, you can 

fĳind this in Bulgarian Supermarkets)
• Sunflower oil
• A pinch of sea salt

Dreaming of Balkan food.... Too bad I’m a vegetarian
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the Italian flag. The story of the salad includes a Bulgarian 
state owned tourist company from the late 1940s which 
wanted to highlight the good life of socialist society 
by rebranding regional dishes. The adaptation of 
Greek salad became the shopska and at the 
same time, it conjured national sentiments 
within the People’s Republic of Bulgaria. 
Whilst my fĳirst touch with this 
magnifĳicent salad was in North 
Macedonia, I am sure that one day I 
will be having it in Bulgaria. As I have 
many unusual travel bucket lists, I 
consider adding a shopska tasting tour 
around the Balkans as a high priority. 
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