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While the ideal of the New Socialist Wo/Man was never fully realized and seems to 
have been abandoned across the Eastern Bloc after 1953, the question still arises what 
role individuals were to play within the socialist system. As dichotomous conceptual-
izations of state and society have been repeatedly criticized in recent years, we propose 
to look at how the role of the individual was imagined by different actors in Eastern 
European countries and how the ideals inherent in these imaginations were (to be) 
embodied. One possible avenue would be to explore the role of official language for 
subjectivization processes as they have been discussed during the last twenty years in 
Soviet studies. We, however, want to turn the attention towards the body and its role in 
shaping the individual in a cluster dealing with the impact family, gender, and dis/abil-
ity (were meant to) have on the formation of an individual body and its place within 
broader society. This is to explore some of the ways in which anybody could become 
somebody in socialist Eastern Europe and might help to shift the attention from 
dichotomous conceptualizations of political dogma and social practice towards an 
exploration of socialism as a diverse, yet specific cultural system.

Keywords:  socialism; body; family; disability; subjectivity

The transformation of individuals was central to the socialist project as the revo-
lutionary project needed revolutionized people for its utopian idea of a com-

munist society. Hence, the Bolsheviks set out to transform minds and bodies to 
foster ideal Wo/Men: healthy and fit, enthusiastic and spirited, sober and calculating, 
(re-)productive and caring, self-managed and efficient. In many modern political 
utopias, the body was getting a lot of attention as the locus of physical and psycho-
logical strength. “Mens sana in corpore sano” also applies to the Bolshevik project, 
but what that was supposed to entail evolved over time. In the 1920s, homosexuality 
was de-criminalized in the Soviet Union, divorce was a matter of signing a paper and 
abortion was the pregnant woman’s decision.1 In the long run, however, traditional 
categories crept back into the agenda of the New Wo/Men, not least because these 
policies intersected with other developments that made them problematic for party 
politicians and the people affected by them.2 This was not only the case in the Soviet 
Union, but also in the Eastern European states that became part of the Eastern Bloc 
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after 1945 where emancipatory legislation stood alongside traditional gender roles 
and communal ideas seemed to compete with national(ist) traditions.

Accordingly, socialism’s universal claim on people’s minds and bodies was never 
completely consistent and neither easily implemented nor ever fully achieved. This 
led to a tradition within the historiography dealing with the Eastern Bloc to empha-
size the state’s failure to produce the textbook New Wo/Man: Citizens of socialist 
states, it is argued, rather “adapted to the system” or “domesticated” it instead of 
fully embracing the socialist vision and would turn to either active confrontation or 
passive resistance if they saw their sense of justice infringed upon. Party leaders in 
Central Eastern Europe for their part are assumed to have abandoned the project to 
transform people’s subjectivities after Stalin’s death as they not only allowed people 
to retreat from the public into the private realm, but also emphasized national identi-
ties, implemented pro-consumer policies, and fostered traditional gender roles.3

The contributions to this special section want to revisit this paradigm “of a great 
retreat Eastern European style” by looking at how the socialist project was to be 
embodied by men and women in the decades after 1953. Bodies often remain on 
the periphery of historiographical attention although they are acknowledged as 
potent political symbols. If interest turns to them, bodies are often approached in 
two ways that seem mutually exclusive: either they are seen as the site of inescap-
able control, whether in connection to overbearing if not violent states or internal-
ized rules that make the “soul the prison of the body.”4 Or bodies are presented as 
sources of resistance and change.5 While the former is often understood as if peo-
ple have no impact on the power relations or the social contexts they are embedded 
in, the latter purports that agency only lies in resistance. Yet, bodies are situated at 
the intersection of physical manifestation and discursive construction of both 
power relations and cultural systems. This very intersection entails the contradic-
tory, politically charged, changeable, and fragmented production and reproduction 
of discourses and everyday interactions that in turn reveal bodies as entities that are 
not solely products of disciplinary politics or simply sites of resistance but inhabit 
the whole spectrum between these two seemingly exclusionary antipodes. Bodies 
thus allow for an exploration of the ways in which socialism was not just received 
and re/negotiated as a state ideology but also how it was re/envisioned, molded, 
and embodied by different actors.

Shifting attention to this spectrum goes against the enduring—and often 
implicit—rationale of studying socialist societies that remains oriented toward an 
either/or frame of success versus failure. In the same vein, binaries and dichoto-
mies between state and society, public and private, socialist-progressive, and tra-
ditional-conservative continue to structure evaluations of “real existing socialism” 
despite the many critiques of this approach. Binaries, dichotomies, and dialectics 
appear to be a central device for ordering the world6 and of course were also part 
and parcel of socialist teachings. They were, thus, also integral to (self-)concep-
tualizations in and of socialist society. The seemingly clear-cut divisions between 
public and private, socialism and nationalism, or traditional and progressive 
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policies help to categorize historical developments according to a seemingly 
unambiguous system. But they often overshadow how these aspects would not 
only be posited as opposites but also overlap, inform, and exist alongside each 
other to mold bodies, lives, and worldviews beyond theories, dogmas, and analyti-
cal assessments. If we try to conceptualize socialism not just as a (former) “other” 
or a political dogma imposed by a small group of party leaders and criticized and 
thus (presumably nothing but) subverted by “the people”,7 but to think about it 
more broadly as an evolving cultural system “of inherited conceptions [both from 
before and after the formation of the socialist state] expressed in symbolic forms 
by means of which [wo/]men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowl-
edge about and attitudes toward life,”8 we not only refocus our attention onto the 
evolution of socialist societies. We also acknowledge the men and women living 
in one or the other state within the Eastern Bloc as acting subjects that shaped the 
cultural formations that also animated them.9 A look at how men and women 
(were to) embody socialism provides a road to a better understanding of a culture 
that—like every other culture—was at once an institution, a practice and a process 
which, the apparent conflicts, contradictions, fissures, and growing diversity not-
withstanding, retained a specificity that ensured cohesion despite considerable 
upheaval in the 35 years after Stalin’s death.10

The contributions to this cluster of articles turn their attention toward the body 
and its role in shaping the individual as they were to be defined by family, gender, 
and dis/ability. Family, gender, and disability are all central for as much as intersect-
ing factors of forming an individual, its body, and its place within broader society. 
They influence to a great degree how anybody becomes somebody,11 to be recogniz-
able, and become recognized along the intersecting lines of institutional rules, social 
practices, and cultural conceptions. This is also true for socialism. Even as the offi-
cially promoted ideals of the New Wo/Man were never realized and Party leaders 
allegedly abandoned this particular vision after 1953, literature, film, scientific 
advice literature, and other media geared towards popular consumption did not cease 
to advertise role models, overtly or implicitly meant to represent specific, if evolving 
socialist ideals.12 While heroic depictions of almost superhuman New Wo/Men might 
have become less present in public spaces, representations of ideal, fully realized 
individuals and their role within the broader scheme of things were (to be) consumed 
in the more intimate spaces of the family home through TV shows and different kinds 
of reading materials. Yet, these representations were not simply prescriptions set by 
state and party institutions. How women and men were to embody socialism was 
defined by multiple actors who provided their audiences with directions for becom-
ing somebody within the socialist (cultural) system. Thus, there were multiple par-
ticipants beyond the party who negotiated cultural and social formations that entailed 
a diverse, yet specific, “ensemble of modes of perception, affect, thought, desire, 
fear, and so forth that [were to] animate the subject.”13

The “subject” and “subjectivity,” often used as synonyms for the “individual,” are 
contentious subject matters within Eastern European history. One could debate 
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whether the discussion on Stalinist subjectivities that has shaped the debates about 
Soviet history in the last 20 years14 would be applicable to the larger “Eastern Bloc” 
after 1945, 1953, and 1968. After all, the socialist tradition and the political circum-
stances, social structures, cultural legacies, and generational constellations under 
which state socialism was introduced in these countries differed markedly from the 
interwar years in the Soviet Union. Accordingly, the promotion of the ideal of New 
Wo/Men and the role ascribed to the individual were not the same as in the Soviet 
Union. While for the Soviet Union, diaries and other speech acts made the impact 
and negotiation of socialism palpable, at least for some sections of society,15 the 
language of socialism, it seems, never influenced societies in Central Eastern Europe 
to the same extent. But does that devalue subjectivity as a subject matter for the his-
toriography on the region? Does the alleged abandonment of the vision of the New 
Wo/Man necessarily imply an abandonment of the values, ideals, and identities that 
had been folded into that vision?

We would like to argue that exploring Eastern European subjectivities and their 
ties to promoted ideals and different tropes of identity embedded in official as 
much as social discourse might render interesting insights into the evolution of 
socialism as a cultural system.16 While there are first attempts to ponder questions 
about the impact of language, models, and practices offered to the citizens of dif-
ferent socialist states in Eastern Europe beyond the formulaic,17 we want to offer 
an additional avenue into the subject matter in this article cluster on the body as it 
was defined by family, gender, and dis/ability. In order to access the (ideal) ways 
to become somebody within the socialist cultural system, the contributions by 
Peter Hallama, Frank Henschel, and Natalia Pamuła look at the representations of 
ideal citizens and, in extension to established lines of inquiry, their bodies. To put 
representations as they were developed by experts, writers, and other elite mem-
bers of different socialist societies center stage is not without problems, of course, 
as experts and members of the intelligentsia help to perpetuate power relations and 
establish the rules by which populations are ruled, societies are organized, and the 
past and present are understood.18 But the fact that they do this and that they are at 
the same time not independent of the cultural systems with their particular social 
structures, power relations, and emotive rules they help to shape makes them nev-
ertheless interesting objects of investigation. Thus, both vantage points onto 
experts not only offer opportunities to revisit the “great retreat” and its implica-
tions but also provide insights into how representations re/produce social facts19 
and, along with this, how they are (to be) embodied.

Family and gendered bodies are, at the same time, not entirely new topics for the 
historiography of the socialist experience even as they have received differing 
degrees of attention. While not being able to cover the whole scholarship for the 
overall Eastern Bloc, the remainder of this introduction will pick up on the issues of 
gender and the socialist body to link them to the questions discussed by the different 
contributions to this issue.
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What Was Socialist about Gender in the Eastern Bloc?

Family and sexuality are part and parcel of the historiographical discussions on 
the new gender roles proclaimed with the introduction of state socialism. The most 
obvious distinction of gendered notions in the Eastern Bloc was the centrality of 
women’s legal and social emancipation in implementing socialist regimes after 
1945. Like the Soviet Union, the new socialist states aimed at introducing equality 
between sexes from the very beginning of their existence. Decisive for establishing 
equality from Poland to Bulgaria was bringing women into “productive,” that is 
industrial, labour. For the late 1940s and early 1950s, we see roaring rates of wom-
en’s employment in the socialist regimes of Eastern Europe. Indeed, women’s access 
to labour markets is generally interpreted as one of the main achievements of social-
ism, an area in which the West at least until the late 1970s considerably lagged 
behind.20 In Romania, for instance, in 1970, 74.9 percent of women between twenty 
and fifty-nine years old were employed outside the home, in contrast to 54.2 percent 
in the United Kingdom and 51.2 percent in France.21 Women’s emancipation was 
more than just a mere propaganda tool or a lip service of socialist rule.22 In Eastern 
Europe, the “original equalizing zeal of the Stalinist period” effectively established 
women’s equality in public and private life, introduced health care systems that 
acknowledged pregnancy and motherhood and established universal education.23 
Especially in the very beginning of the socialist experiment in Eastern Europe 
women entered professions that, like coal mining, used to be a domain of men.24 
After World War II, women were migrating into the newly industrialized regions, 
hoping for a better life and thus dreaming a dream that was once a male privilege. 
As Katherine Lebow observed, Stalinism in Polish Nowa Huta meant progress for 
women while in the homeland of Stalinism the very same epoch (late 1940s and 
early 1950s) brought about a conservative backlash in emancipation politics. This 
non-synchronism between propagating and introducing women’s emancipation in 
the Eastern Bloc and fortifying a conservative position on women’s emancipation in 
the homeland of state socialism is striking. While in many areas of socialist policy 
the new socialist states and parties emulated the Soviet model, in gender politics 
they did not.25 This sort of autonomy all over Eastern European states in a relatively 
crucial field of communist politics still needs to be explored. Why were these young 
socialist states so keen on implementing progressive gender politics in the begin-
ning? And what were women and men living and working in the “Eastern Bloc” to 
make of this claim of progressivism over the decades?

However, the scope of emancipation in the Eastern Bloc has been precarious and 
thus in the long run mirrored the developments in the Soviet Union. Accordingly, 
many scholars have noted that equality for women was never a goal in itself but 
instrumental. Although women were integral to the work forces across Eastern 
Europe, their wages were considerably lower and they were severely underrepre-
sented in more prestigious jobs. Unemployment rates of women were always higher 
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than those of men.26 They were needed as a cheap labour force, which is not the same 
as taking them seriously as citizens or economic actors. Almost all over the bloc, 
rural women entering the urban workforce elicited moral panic about uncontrolled 
sexuality in industrialized and urban areas. In the midst of legal discourses of equal-
ity for women, state socialism succeeded in not only establishing a double burden 
(wage labour and care-work) but a triple burden (labour, care, and an active public 
life) for its female members. One could argue that this made it even more difficult for 
women to become somebody in a socialist society, even without the actual effects on 
their bodies taken into account. But it was this triple burden that women occasionally 
rebelled against as in the case of Leningrad feminists who demanded the right to stay 
at home and care for their families.27 Curiously, we generally know much more about 
women who addressed problems they faced and, thus, seem to confirm state social-
ism’s failures than about women who were not necessarily party activists, but whose 
identities might have been affected in diverse ways by the progressive promises state 
socialism offered (if often only in theory).28

Gendered notions of reproductive labour were omnipresent. Patriarchal attitudes 
towards women were never really gone. The initial revolutionary spirit of the late 
1940s did not last long. It seems to never have been as fervent as the Bolshevik zeal 
in the 1920s in the first place. Socialist Eastern Europe rarely developed feminist 
voices which would have criticized the institution of the family as a bulwark of bour-
geois attitudes and thus aimed at demolishing the “traditional” labour division in the 
household.29 Among other factors, this lacuna contributed to a relatively quick roll-
back in terms of gender policy that set in with the demise of Stalinism in the mid-
1950s. The reasons for such a rollback were similar across the Eastern Bloc while 
often featuring specific determinants such as Catholicism in Poland.

In general, however, women enjoyed greater freedom than their comrades in the 
West. The fact that most of the women worked and earned their own money, for 
example, influenced their decision making and led to greater autonomy for women. 
Young women in the socialist 1960s and 1970s lived a very different life than their 
mothers and grandmothers: They chose their husbands not for economic reasons 
because they themselves as workers were able to provide for themselves. They post-
poned marriage for career or educational reasons. Some of those achievements, like 
the larger role in being a breadwinner or showing greater autonomy in marriage deci-
sions, survived the traditionalization of gender roles starting all over the socialist 
bloc in the 1960s.30 As traditional gender roles were reinforced, women were again 
increasingly seen as mothers and wives and less as workers. Many socialist states 
had implemented relatively liberal family laws in the 1940s and 1950s only to gradu-
ally withdraw them since the 1960s.31 In Bulgaria, for instance, in the 1950s family 
policies were aimed at diminishing the role of family by abandoning the legal dis-
crimination of “illegitimate” children and introducing special support for single 
mothers. Although such a policy did not necessarily lead to a more open moral atti-
tude towards single mothers, the policy differed immensely from the pro-family 
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policy of the 1960s. These relatively conservative family politics were one of the 
main reasons for the backlash in gender politics. Rather than wishing for the tradi-
tional family to wither away most socialist states (not to mention socialist states with 
a strong religious tradition) wished for the family to be the elementary unit of social-
ist society. Some socialist states even claimed to be “its best defenders.”32 But this 
was not solely to preserve traditional family models. Its basic functions were procre-
ation and the education of the future socialist Wo/Man. Those two duties almost 
entirely rested upon the women’s shoulders. This is especially striking when looking 
at the role of grandmothers as those who effectively raised children while their 
daughters and grandchildren’s mothers went to work. Grandfathers for instance are 
rarely to be found in narratives about being raised by grandparents.

However, as much as this traditional backlash is acknowledged for the entire 
socialist bloc since the late 1960s, developments in recalibrating male roles within 
the families are less known. In his discussion of changing notions of fatherhood in 
the GDR Peter Hallama illustrates that the new “era of the family” did not leave 
men untouched.33 The more family politics became a social and demographic issue 
in which the socialist state exceedingly interfered in order to guarantee an upbring-
ing of children in healthy families, the role of the father gained in importance for 
the well-being of the child. The socialist duty of the New Man thus was no longer 
confined to being a diligent worker, but also a caring father who would take care 
of his children’s emotional and physical needs. The propagation of a new father-
hood, however, did not extend into a re-interpretation of household duties. Men 
doing the dishes or the laundry remained a joke for satirical magazines, as Claire 
McCallum recently demonstrated for the post-war Soviet Union.34 The changing 
notions of fatherhood were thus confined to the realm of education and family poli-
tics and did not affect traditional notions of gender and what it meant to be a man. 
The gendered division of labour persisted in the sense that cooking and cleaning 
remained a women’s issue. Nevertheless, as Jill Massino has shown for the 
Romanian case, men were more and more to be seen “buying” food. The peculiari-
ties of late socialist economies invited men to participate in “food procurement” as 
this was an activity that required “time, energy, and fortitude” and as such asserted 
the male role of being the breadwinner.35

As much as there is failure in gender and family politics there is also a certain 
tradition of nostalgia among women of the former socialist bloc as already demon-
strated for the Bulgarian case.36 In hindsight, women appreciate the impact of gender 
equality in socialism, which to some extent did change hierarchies within families.37 
Scholars often cite issues of money and patriarchy for re-establishing the family as 
the kernel of a socialist society since the 1960s. In this narrative, planned economies 
appreciated the unpaid labor of reproductive work within the private sphere as 
opposed to financing canteens, kindergartens and laundries, whose services were 
usually criticized for being of poor quality anyway. Beyond money, patriarchal moral 
traditions nourished certain gender roles in which unregulated sexuality and the role 
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of the caring mother would not fit into one frame. However, in many cases among the 
socialist Eastern European states, there is a third very important factor contributing 
to a conservative gender policy: nationalism. Such a link is obvious in the pro-natal-
ist policies of the Czechoslovakian state that tried to curb the birth rate of its minori-
ties (see Henschel’s contribution, for example), not to mention the sterilization 
programs for Sinti and Roma in the Eastern Bloc. The relatively liberal abortion laws 
contributed to anxieties about demography and shrinking populations in most Eastern 
European states, particularly in Romania.38 To which extent nationalism and conser-
vative family politics are interlinked with objectives of the socialist state is demon-
strated in Natalia Pamuła’s contribution on Polish young adult literature. Here, the 
socialist welfare state is entirely dissolved into the socialist family.39 It is the family 
where young adults were to realize their duties as socialist subjects in overcoming 
the inhibitions of their disabled bodies to then aspire for a full working life outside 
the home. Thus, utopian ideals were not entirely dissolved after 1953.

Peter Hallama’s article on changing notions of masculinity and fatherhood in the 
GDR offers a similar perspective into the family as a site for developing the socialist 
individual. Party discussions and advice literature of the 1960s reveal not so much a 
departure from the socialist goal to transform the individual as an affirmation of this 
objective: progressive elements are present within the state’s reproductive policies as 
modern marriage is conceived as a union of true love and equality between partners 
that are unaffected by the economic concerns of capitalist countries; both men and 
women are meant to contribute to a successful marriage and therefore securing a 
socialist subjectivity for their children; and affective masculinity is epitomized in a 
new understanding of a present and caring fatherhood that was to ensure true equality 
not just at work but also at home.

These contributions raise important questions about gendered subjectivities as 
they were imagined by the state, the experts, and the population alike. The visions of 
a new fatherhood analyzed by Hallama or the Young Adult literature in Pamuła’s 
case is aimed at the creation of a healthy, productive family life. The diverse attitudes 
toward gender roles and married life discussed in their contributions allow a glimpse 
of the inconsistencies, fissures, and growing diversity within the socialist cultural 
system, which was still anchored in a shared vision of a collective body whose des-
tiny was to be performed and realized by individual actors.

Dis/abled and “Difficult” Bodies under Socialism

While gender and sexuality by now constitute an established field of inquiry for 
Eastern European studies, the bodies of socialist citizens have attracted attention 
primarily in regards to the visual depiction of the New Man and Woman or the dis-
play of bodily unity of the socialist collective in sports and May parades.40 Even if 
the new socialist states in Eastern Europe promoted not quite the same enthusiasm 
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after 1945 over the malleability of the human body as had the Bolsheviks in the 
1920s, they still started out with the factory model of collective displays of bodies 
resonant with early Soviet ideas that the human body could be trained to become a 
machine.41 In sync with the established paradigm of a “great retreat” in Eastern 
Europe after 1953, Petr Roubald has however pointed out a marked shift from the 
idea of the body’s malleability towards more conservative conceptions about the 
unchanging “nature” of the male and the female body and a renewed emphasis on 
the nation, especially during the period of normalization.42

But bodies were central also beyond mass displays. They were not only needed to 
build and work in the industrial structures as well as the modern socialist cities 
needed to make socialism a reality, but also to house and display the transformed 
subjectivity of the individual citizen.43 For both capacities, the ability to work was 
again crucial. Working was one of the major avenues to be or become somebody. 
This is resonant not only in the visual representation of able-bodied workers and 
peasants fighting physically deformed capitalists and wreckers.44 Conscientious 
work was also the crucial reference point in tales about the transformative power of 
sports that then help the individual to improve its productivity at work.45 The link 
between mind, body, and work is yet again present in the concern over teen pregnan-
cies and masturbation as unproductive activities that were linked to the diversion of 
energy from work due to exhaustion, antisocial behavior, and nervous disorders asso-
ciated with early sexual activity outside of a stable marriage between conscious 
adults.46 But what about those individuals whose bodies prevented them from partici-
pating fully in the work process?

All socialist states faced the difficulty of mobilizing enough able-bodied workers 
while dealing with the aftermath of considerable destruction and a drop in their popu-
lations during the war. Interestingly, the fate of invalids after the war is rarely dis-
cussed further for the Eastern European countries whereas the issue of disabled 
veterans of the victorious Red Army has received some attention.47 One might 
assume that the question of who had been wounded when and under which circum-
stances as the different war parties crossed Eastern European territories was too 
much of a touchy subject to address. Whatever the ambiguity of the war years might 
have carried in postwar Eastern Europe, Natalia Pamuła’s contribution indicates that 
the issue was not ignored entirely. Yet, the implications of the war experience were 
apparently diverted to the future as narratives established from the 1950s and through 
the 1970s presented young readers with stories about teenagers transcending the 
bodily limitations that the war had inflicted on them to become full (working) mem-
bers of the socialist society.

While discussion about the bodily (and mental) consequences of war remains 
scarce, there are in general very few instances in which disability is addressed 
beyond general assessments of the insufficient support for the disabled by state 
institutions and the discrimination of disabled citizens for the decades before 
1989.48 Although care and integration of the disabled was as much part of the 
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progressive agenda of socialist states as the emancipation of women,49 the field of 
disability studies is yet to be explored in East European studies. Part of the problem 
is that despite its potential to betray dispositions and constellations that otherwise 
remain below the surface, disability is not a unitary phenomenon, the disabled not 
a unitary group, and only few had the opportunity to speak up and represent them-
selves. So far this ability to speak up and participate seems to have been dependent 
on how easily one or the other group of disabled individuals could be integrated 
into the work process and society at large.50 Another inhibition might be the defini-
tion of disability as “defectiveness” by scientists and practitioners under state 
socialism. The discipline of “defectology” acknowledged the wide spectrum of 
impairments to be addressed, but nevertheless promoted a unified approach to 
them. The conviction was that with the right pedagogic approach, “defective” chil-
dren could be turned into productive citizens.51

While this is again a field primarily addressed for the Soviet Union, Frank 
Henschel’s chapter on “defectiveness” as it became defined in socialist Czechoslovakia 
offers new insights beyond the Soviet case. As he analyses the discipline of defectol-
ogy and its approach to children not only with physical, mental, and sensual disabili-
ties, but also to children with behavioral and social-emotional problems he can 
demonstrate how diverse representations of “defective” children affected their actual 
treatment over the years. Initially, the assumption was that these children could not 
become useful and working citizens as long as they remained in their families’ care. 
The expanding system of special institutions designed to re-educate “difficult chil-
dren” in the tradition of Soviet pedagogue Antonin Makarenko focused on work as 
the primary tool for re-socialization until the 1980s. Work, thus, retained its defining 
role as a transformative force of integrating the individual into the socialist commu-
nity and, thus, make it a socialist subject. Yet, over the years, families and non-resi-
dental counselling came to represent viable alternatives to institutional approaches. 
In practice, strategies of re-integration entailed individualized approaches as well as 
gendered prejudice and ethnic discrimination, revealing the diverse, and often diver-
gent, factors that shaped socialist pedagogy in Czechoslovakia. With “difficult” girls, 
unregulated sexuality was blamed for nearly every kind of deviance. Henschel con-
nects this discourse on female youth delinquency to traditional gender roles. 
Ethnicity, on the other hand, featured more and more prominently in the perception 
of “defectiveness” among Czechoslovak pedagogues from the 1960s to the 1980s. 
The integration of Romani children into the socialist collective was proclaimed a 
humanist endeavor, while in practice ethnicity and “defectiveness” became inter-
linked more and more in scientists’ assessments despite their explicit rejection of 
racial categories. As “gypsies”, these children were increasingly segregated and 
could only be integrated into the larger Czechoslovak community when becoming 
foster children in non-Romani families. This does not only indicate how ascription 
and representation determined agency, but also identifies the family as a key site for 
the formation of socialist subjects (to be).
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This brings up ethnicity and the nation for the discussion of socialism as a cultural 
system. National identities are traditionally seen as powerful antidotes to the socialist 
ideology and for some Eastern European states national factors seem to have replaced 
the socialist project after 1953. How children were (meant) to integrate themselves into 
a larger collective in the “Eastern Bloc” might be conducive for a conversation on the 
links between these two presumed antipodes. While Henschel’s contribution highlights 
the exclusionary function of ethnicity and strong homogenizing tendencies in this 
respect, Natalia Pamuła explores how difference was (to be) overcome through narra-
tives and silences that were to foster children’s integration into a socialist nation. Pamuła 
analyses representations of young bodies overcoming disability in socialist Poland. 
Overcoming disability is regarded as a crucial contribution to the resurrection of the 
Polish nation after World War II, while unsuccessful rehabilitation is presented as a 
personal failure and mischief. Analyzing the narratives on rehabilitation of—inciden-
tally mostly female—teenage bodies, Pamuła explores how one can become somebody 
even as they have to deal with serious bodily inhibitions, but also addresses the question 
of who owns a body. While factors that seem to be remote from socialism—the nation, 
the family and nature—appear to play the key role and symbols of socialist power are 
conspicuously absent, the narratives of the individual’s duty to transform its disabled 
body through self-discipline, commitment, and perseverance correlate with similar indi-
viduation narratives dominating in the Soviet Union during the 1930s that placed the 
responsibility to act, to become an able-bodied socialist citizen, with the individual.52
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